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Not Just a Year
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Leading the Newly Consolidated High School:
Exciting Opportunity or Overwhelming Challenge?
Lance E. Thurman and Donald G. Hackmann
Lance E. Thurman is Superintendent of Riverton Community
Unit School District No. 14 in Riverton, Illinois. He earned
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Urbana-Champaign. His research interests include school
consolidation, the high school principalship, and leadership for
learning.
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University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign. His research
interests include educational leadership units and faculty, the
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In the current economic times, school personnel are
regularly challenged to reduce the costs of operating the
nation’s school systems. School district consolidations often
are proposed as a mechanism to realize fiscal savings for local
communities; indeed, the number of U.S. school districts
has declined dramatically over the past 70 years, decreasing
from 117,108 in 1939-40 to 13,809 in 2008-2009 (Snyder and
Dillow 2010). Consolidations may occur to promote fiscal
and administrative efficiency, or as a result of significant
enrollment declines, diminished real estate valuations, and
limited availability of highly qualified teachers (Howley,
Johnson, and Petrie 2011; Zimmer, DeBoer, and Hirth 2009).
Research primarily has focused on perceived benefits and
disadvantages of consolidations and superintendents’ political
roles in negotiating through consolidation conversations
within the impacted communities (Alsbury and Shaw 2005).
An overlooked topic has been the high school principal’s
role in guiding the formation of a unified culture once the
consolidation occurs—a responsibility that can be particularly
challenging when two or more schools are consolidated to
create a new high school. Time-honored traditions may be
discarded and new rituals developed as students and faculty
work to form a unified learning community.
The principal’s responsibility to create a positive school
culture is an important component during the first year of
a school’s formation, but, at the same time, accountability
mandates of the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 (NCLB)1
do not permit student achievement goals to be ignored
during this transition period. It is essential for the principal to
simultaneously commit to both the development of school
culture and a focus on student learning during the school’s
formation. Yet, emphasizing both of these elements can be
exceedingly difficult during this initial year of operation.
What are the challenges that the principal faces during this
transition phase? Is it possible to maintain a focus on student
learning while also attending to the development of a shared
organizational culture and addressing the structural elements
of forming the new school?
This article describes a case study of one principal
throughout the initial year of a newly consolidated high
1
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school. It begins with a brief review of school consolidation
research and research on leadership for learning, which
served as a theoretical framework for this study. It then
presents findings from the case study; in the discussion and
implications sections, comparisons are made to prior studies
and recommendations are provided for school districts and
for policy.
Review of Literature
This study was informed by two bodies of literature, which
address school district consolidation and leadership for
learning. The first topic, school district consolidation, focuses
on the historical, legislative, and fiscal influences on its
reported benefits and challenges. The second topic examines
the literature related to leadership for learning as a theoretical
perspective from which to consider student academic growth.
School District Consolidation
The impetus for school district consolidations often is
grounded in the desire to combine school systems to improve
the quality of educational programming or to increase fiscal
efficiency in educating children in rural communities. Topics
addressed may include optimal school size, potential loss of
community identity, political influences, power structures
operating within the affected communities, and a desire
for enhanced school experiences for students (Self 2001; St.
Cyr Davis 2005). Consolidation can be facilitated by state
legislators’ efforts to reduce the number of school districts
through mandatory or voluntary avenues. For example, in
1948 the state of Arkansas mandated dissolution of districts
containing fewer than 350 students, which resulted in a
reduction in the number of school districts from 2,451 in
1948 to 421 in 1949 (St. Cyr Davis 2005). However, heavyhanded efforts to force district consolidations can be met
with vigorous resistance: Illinois enacted a law mandating
school district reorganizations in 1985, but the legislature
immediately repealed it after intense political backlash from
constituents (Phillips and Day 2004). In an effort to encourage
voluntary consolidations, several states provide fiscal
incentives to school districts. Incentives may consist of a onetime financial stipend or supplemental payments for a fixed
period of time to compensate for losses in state aid payments
that would have been received if the districts had elected
not to consolidate. The majority of consolidations across the
United States have occurred through voluntary incentive
programs (Grider and Verstegen 2000).
Proponents advance several arguments for district
consolidations. One rationale promotes the infusion of
sufficient student numbers to provide enriched curricular
and extracurricular opportunities, particularly in high schools
(Alsbury and Thomas 2008; Nitta, Holley, and Wrobel 2010).
Opportunities may include expanding vocational/technical,
foreign language, honors, and Advanced Placement (AP)
courses; student choice may also be facilitated by increasing
the number of course sections provided within the daily
schedule. Students may benefit by having sufficient numbers
to field competitive sports teams, music groups, and other
cocurricular clubs. Proponents cite declining enrollments,
declining property values that result in diminished school
2
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district revenues, and the limited availability of highly
qualified teachers as factors that can erode educational
quality in small rural districts (Alsbury and Thomas 2008;
Jimerson 2006; Nitta, Holley, and Wrobel 2010). Fleming and
Hutton (1997) framed the consolidation debate in “either/
or” terms: either saving money or improving students’
opportunities for learning.
Community resistance to consolidation can emerge,
with the loss of local control cited as the primary concern.
Opposition may be more vigorous when consolidation
encompasses larger geographical areas, such as countywide
districts; it can create a “cultural, social and economic void in
rural places” (Jimerson 2006, 11). Alsbury and Thomas (2008)
described the potential loss of a distinct community identity,
as well as a change in school culture or values, when a small
district is absorbed into a district with a more pronounced
community identity. Consolidation often “inhibits the spread
of cultural knowledge and exacerbates a community’s social
and economic problems” (Nitta, Holley, and Wrobel 2010, 3).
Opponents cite negative consequences for students, such as
longer bus rides and larger class sizes (Alsbury and Thomas
2008; Zimmer, DeBoer, and Hirth 2009). Other concerns relate
to perceived reduction in community representation on the
board of education (Alsbury and Thomas 2008), and parent
participation (Howley, Johnson, and Petrie 2011; Nitta, Holley,
and Wrobel 2010). A school closure may be viewed as the
death of civic life within the community, although Nitta et al.
(2010, 3) could find “no causal argument” suggesting that loss
of the school was directly responsible for the disintegration of
the local community.
Despite potential local resistance to district consolidations,
school district superintendent support for consolidations
has been documented. Alsbury and Thomas (2008) cited
findings from a national superintendent survey indicating
that 86% of respondents favored school district consolidation.
Research suggests that school district leaders must fulfill a
management function when communities are considering
consolidation and once the consolidation decision has been
reached (Alsbury and Thomas, 2008; Nitta, Holley, and Wrobel
2010; Self 2001; Strang 1987), including the responsibilities
related to enrollment coordination, facilities, staffing, financial
decisions, and transportation (Zimmer, DeBoer, and Hearth
2009). School consolidations also can present significant
challenges for school principals, who arguably are at the
front line of this debate, as parents and community members
passionately argue the merits and disadvantages of this issue.
The principal hired to lead a newly consolidated school must
address the challenges of creating a new sense of identity
for students and staff, attending to the managerial and
structural demands of forming the new organization, and also
maintaining a consistent focus on student learning.
Leadership for Learning
The leadership for learning framework can be an effective
mechanism to view the high school principal’s essential
leadership role in facilitating a school consolidation through
a focus on student, faculty, and organizational learning.
Leadership for learning, according to Knapp et al. (2003),
Vol. 42, No. 2, Spring 2015
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establishes five areas that effective leaders address: (1)
establishing a focus on learning; (2) building professional
communities that take learning seriously; (3) engaging
external environments that matter for learning; (4) acting
strategically and collaboratively along pathways of activity
aimed at different aspects of student, professional, and
system learning; and (5) creating coherence. The high
school principalship is becoming increasingly complex
(Grubb and Flessa 2006), and this position can be even more
challenging with the additional component of leading a newly
consolidated school. As a lever of change, the principal must
be strategic in obtaining the commitment of faculty and
students to the learning process (Mulford and Silins 2003).
Researchers have cited the importance of the principal’s
role in facilitating productive learning cultures. Although
the principal’s effect on student learning is indirect, research
has confirmed that one fourth of the variance on student
achievement is related to the principal’s influence (Leithwood
et al. 2004). One mechanism leaders can employ to promote
learning is by focusing the entire system on quality learning
for all students (Knapp et al. 2006). Visiting classrooms
regularly and publicly recognizing teachers for effective
teaching and learning practices can encourage teachers’
efforts to improve student performance (Mezzacappa et al.
2008). Copland and Boatright (2006) noted the importance of
personalized strategies and leadership distribution as helpful
in promoting student achievement. Additionally, Robinson,
Lloyd, and Rowe (2008) concluded that teacher learning and
ultimately student success improved when principals exerted
pedagogical knowledge on practices or policies related to
student achievement.
Researchers cite the importance of the principal’s role
in promoting teacher learning and professional growth.
This influence began to be recognized through the process
used to clarify the work of teaching and learning, which
led to devoting more attention to instructional issues that
addressed student learning and evidence of program
effectiveness (Hallinger and Heck 2010; Knapp et al. 2006).
This influence has been described as the strengthening of
communities of practice (DuFour, DuFour, and Eaker 2008;
Louis et al. 2010). The mechanisms by which school leaders
shape school conditions perhaps can be facilitated through
the establishment of a shared or distributed leadership
environment (Hallinger and Heck 2010; Louis et al. 2010;
Murphy et al. 2009).
Research Questions and Methodology
Informed by the literature review, this case study
investigated how a high school principal addressed student
learning in a newly consolidated school. Two research
questions were explored: (1) How does the principal maintain
a focus on student learning during the first year of a district
consolidation? (2) What factors facilitate or inhibit the
principal’s effectiveness in maintaining a focus on learning
during the first year of a district consolidation?
This research involved a case study of one high school in
the Midwest, with a focus on the leadership behaviors of
the school principal throughout the first year of the school
Educational Considerations
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consolidation. Data collection included 10 interviews of the
principal throughout the academic year, each ranging from
40 to 60 minutes. Initial interview questions were informed
by Knapp et al.'s (2003) leading for learning framework, and
subsequent interviews expanded upon emerging themes.
Interviews also were conducted of members of the building
leadership team, which consisted of two teachers and the
assistant principal. Each team member was interviewed
twice, with each interview lasting approximately one hour.
Observations were conducted throughout the academic year
of team meetings, faculty meetings, and school improvement
activities. Document analysis was conducted of minutes of the
board of education meetings and materials developed by the
district consolidation committee that had facilitated the two
districts’ consolidation conversations.
The constant comparative method was used for data
analysis with initial codes developed from the leadership for
learning framework and common themes identified. Emic
data were gathered to gain an “insider’s perspective” of the
principal, and etic data provided an “outsider’s view” from the
perspective of the teachers and other administrators (Merriam
2002, 6-7). NVivo 8 software was used for data coding, sorting,
and assistance with the identification of themes.
Description of Case
Lakeside Community School District is situated in a rural
area of a Midwestern state.2 With approximately 1,500
students, it was formed when Gotham City School District
and Metropolis School District voluntarily consolidated.
Gotham City and its high school boasted a long tradition of
educational pride and expectations of academic excellence
while the Metropolis community was not known for its
emphasis on academic excellence. State achievement
test scores for Gotham City High School were stable over
the past decade while those for Metropolis High School
gradually increased. The most recent year’s test data were
similar for both schools, with 60% of students meeting or
exceeding state standards in reading and mathematics, and
50% meeting or exceeding standards in writing. For science,
60% of Gotham City High School students met or exceeded
standards compared to 50% of Metropolis High School
students. However, Gotham City High School students did not
meet federal NCLB adequate yearly progress (AYP) standards
in recent years, while Metropolis High School students
continually met them. The newly consolidated district
contains five schools--three elementary schools, one middle
school, one high school--and approximately 400 students
are enrolled in the newly formed Lakeside High School. Like
schools in many rural communities, there is little racial/ethnic
diversity in the student body: 97% are white. Approximately
one fourth of the students qualify for free or reduced-price
lunches.
Megan Wayne, the newly appointed principal, retained
her administrative appointment in the same building that
now contains Lakeside High School, having served the past
four years as Gotham City High School principal. A former
English teacher, she also had served as principal in two other
school districts. She holds a master’s degree in educational
3
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administration from a local college. Lakeside High School
employs 48 faculty and staff members, of which 70%
worked at Gotham City High School and 30% at Metropolis
High School. Only one new employee was hired after the
consolidation, Chase Grayson, who was appointed assistant
principal to provide administrative support to Ms. Wayne.
The Lakeside Community School District superintendent,
who previously was the Gotham City superintendent and
provided administrative oversight to the district consolidation,
made a significant commitment to erase all vestiges of the
former Gotham City High School. Lakeside High School
campus buildings were repainted in the new high school
colors so that students would begin to assimilate into one
combined student body.
Findings
This section presents findings related to the research
questions, the first involving the principal’s behaviors and
activities that addressed student learning issues, and the
second, which examined factors that facilitated and restricted
her ability to focus on student learning.
Focusing on Student Learning
Throughout interviews, Principal Megan Wayne voiced the
importance of maintaining a consistent focus on student
learning, and she identified improving student learning
opportunities within the school as a personal goal. These
were apparent with the addition of AP Calculus, AP Chemistry,
dual-credit English, and dual-credit welding courses to the
curriculum in the spring prior to the consolidation.
When the school opened in late August, the need to
develop a unified school culture became apparent to Megan.
She explained that students and parents were apprehensive,
and students were sufficiently concerned that they asked her
if they would be disciplined for wearing memorabilia from
either of the two former high schools. Assistant Principal
Chase Grayson described the initial tension:
A girl said when you walked into a class you saw
the barrier—the physical barrier—because the
Metropolis kids sat on this side of the room and the
Gotham City kids sat on this side of the classroom.
It was over a month before they were able to sit
together.
Megan was concerned about the potential for conflict
between students and personnel from the two former
districts. Forming a new integrated culture was essential, as
she explained:
The Metropolis teachers felt that they were moving
into the Gotham City teachers’ territory…We spent
a lot of time repainting and making this as new for
everybody as we could so, psychologically, when
people were walking into the building, it was a
new school. It wasn’t just Gotham City turned into
Lakeside High School.
Relatively little effort had been expended on preparing
students or faculty for the transition. Consolidation
conversations within the communities had centered on
the financial states of the two dissolved districts, with
4
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little attention to enhancing the curriculum, expanding
cocurricular activities, or anticipating concerns about student
needs during the transition period. Megan’s administrative
behavior and communication focused on management
and operational issues—particularly, unexpected matters
that arose. She created a principal’s cabinet consisting of 16
students, four from each grade level who represented a crosssection of students from different social groups. This cabinet
met monthly so that Megan could obtain candid feedback
from students concerning what was working and what was
not. Although she worked to incorporate their suggestions,
she did not regularly share student feedback with faculty.
Observations of faculty meetings and school improvement
meetings and teacher interviews confirmed that managerial
issues consumed Megan’s administrative work life during
the first several months of the school year, and teaching and
learning issues often were pushed aside. Megan regularly
included topics related to curriculum and student academic
performance on the building leadership team and faculty
meeting agendas, but discussions digressed into concerns
about student discipline, student apathy, and challenges
presented by the district’s new student management
software. Although she was an experienced principal, Megan
explained that student issues hampered her ability to operate
as a learning leader. She reported “spending a great deal of
time on discipline issues throughout the day,” even though the
new assistant principal was responsible for student discipline.
“I need to be visible more,” she asserted, aware that she was
being pulled away from her instructional leadership duties to
resolve some of the new school’s organizational concerns. She
cited her duty to supervise and evaluate 48 faculty and staff
members, expressing her apprehension that she would have
insufficient time for classroom observations.
Working with the building leadership team to develop the
Lakeside school improvement plan, Megan and the faculty
had identified goals to reduce student apathy; improve
students’ reading comprehension; and maintain a safe school
environment. The third goal was operationalized by teachers
supervising the hallways during between-class passing
periods. Megan explained, “Of course, those were the teachers’
goals and not necessarily my personal goals, which is as it
should be.” Megan asked teachers to work toward these goals
during their departmental meetings, assuming that they
would take responsibility for them.
During the first semester, the district administrative
team did not schedule districtwide curriculum meetings,
perhaps because they—like Megan—were consumed with
creating the district organizational structure, policies, and
procedures. After waiting for specific direction from district
administrators, Megan decided not to engage the high school
faculty in reviewing the curriculum. This lack of curriculum
leadership was problematic because the two districts had
different curricula in place. Now, within their departmental
structures, Lakeside High School teachers potentially were
functioning with unaligned curricula, differing instructional
methods, and divergent grading methods. Megan stated
that she had assumed a distributed leadership stance by
“allowing the departments to work together,” but the teachers
Vol. 42, No. 2, Spring 2015
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interviewed interpreted this approach as providing very little
administrative support or guidance and, instead, “pushing
off” her work onto them. Some teachers even described her
approach as “avoidance,” or a deliberate strategy to avoid
conflicts.
Megan repeatedly asserted the importance of providing
opportunities for teachers to collaborate so that they could
develop collegial relationships while stating that she did
not have time to personally lead these activities. Because
the district administration also did not focus on curricular
issues, teachers were left to develop curriculum and examine
data related to student learning. As a result, departmental
meetings often lacked a specific instructional focus, and
instead centered on managerial tasks. According to Megan,
the English and mathematics departments were the only
departments that focused on curriculum, instruction,
and student learning during the first semester. Whitney, a
mathematics teacher, explained that her departmental faculty
initially waited for administrative direction but finally became
proactive when it was apparent that district and building
administrators were not providing instructional leadership.
The math teachers worked together to review and align their
curriculum, and to incorporate the AP Calculus course into
their course offerings.
Megan struggled with deciding whether she should be
more directive in her leadership approach. She attended
departmental meetings only sporadically, and two building
leadership team members reported that she cancelled
many faculty meetings and only occasionally attended
their meetings. Megan asserted that “time limitations” and
being “bogged down with discipline” hindered her full
participation. Entering the final six weeks of the academic
year, Megan decided to take a more active leadership role,
regularly attending departmental and building leadership
team meetings and calling upon the latter to begin to use
and analyze student learning data. She decided that the
current team, which was comprised entirely of volunteers,
was ineffective in addressing pressing school issues. She
asked Abigail, whom she perceived as an emerging teacher
leader within the school, to assist her with identifying key
individuals to serve on a restructured team. After handpicking
and appointing the new building leadership team members,
Megan seized upon the district’s recently identified mandate
to implement Response to Intervention (RtI) as an opportunity
to refocus her efforts as learning leader. She dedicated the
year’s two remaining school improvement days to RtI training
and called upon team members to assist with implementing
RtI components. Megan personally made site visits to area
schools that had successfully implemented RtI and called
upon colleagues within her professional network to locate
individuals with expertise in the program. Finally, she took
pains to praise the efforts of all faculty members when they
demonstrated notable progress on implementation. Abigail
explained the positive effects of Megan’s renewed emphasis
on leadership:
We pushed through it…made teachers work at it, and
they didn’t just sit around and do nothing. I think we
are all really pushing in that right direction. Bouncing
Educational Considerations
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ideas off her [Megan] has been good. I think that has
really helped me.
Clearly, building leadership team members saw the
relationship between these new leadership practices and
their results in developing a building-wide focus and mission
centered on student learning. The team felt re-engaged and
re-energized around a vision for student learning that was
well planned and organized with clear vision, mission, and
goals. However, observational data did not confirm similar
enthusiasm from other teachers because they were not
involved in building-wide conversations about teaching and
learning issues. Even while Megan began to focus on learning,
she maintained a mindset to “survive the year.” Looking back
on her first year leading the consolidated school she observed,
“Consolidation is good for kids but not for administrators.”
Factors that Facilitated or Hindered a Focus on Learning
Also investigated were elements that promoted Megan's
ability to focus on student learning, as well as those factors
that restricted her instructional leadership effectiveness.
Analysis of data disclosed several themes related to these
elements. Three themes were identified that helped facilitate
a focus on learning: distributed leadership practices, shared
conversations and open dialogue, and establishment of
a unified school culture. Four themes were identified
that hindered the principal’s ability to focus on student
learning: school governance issues and concerns about
micromanagement; lack of a shared vision of learning;
difficulties managing pockets resistance within the faculty;
and challenges of establishing a new school culture,
traditions, and practices. These themes are discussed in this
section.
Distributed leadership. Megan intended to place decisionmaking authority in the hands of teachers, and she initially
worked to establish a culture of shared leadership within
the school. She hoped the board of education trusted
that she and the faculty had the collective knowledge and
competency to make good decisions in accomplishing the
district goals. Megan hoped the board viewed this process
as, “We hired you as principal. Now go do your thing and
report back to us about how things are going.” She initially
structured the building leadership team to include volunteer
representation from each department. Interviews confirmed
that the teachers had assumed decision-making authority in
their previous schools, and they expected to maintain this
influence in the consolidated school. As the end of the school
year approached, Megan began to rely more heavily on the
reconstituted building leadership team, placing them directly
in front of the faculty so that school improvement processes
could be viewed as colleagues talking with colleagues—what
she described as a “professional learning community.” All
participants used the terminology, "distributed leadership,"
when describing Megan's actions to involve faculty in
leadership roles, although they described these leadership
functions in various ways. The principal believed the creation
of these roles was necessary to establish an atmosphere
of collaboration in the building. As the study concluded,
evidence of distributed practice had begun to emerge.
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Megan created two teacher teams to complement the work
of the building leadership team—a school improvement
team and a student assistance team—so that more teachers
could have decision-making authority on issues related to
student academic progress. She used the remaining school
improvement days to implement a professional learning
community model (DuFour et al. 2008), partnering teachers
who were effective in implementing RtI best practices with
those who were developing their skills. Whitney, a math
teacher, praised these activities: “Everyone commented that
we needed this, but it was directed by a teacher. It was teacher
led.” Chase, the assistant principal, noted their success:
All of these groups are the most effectively run things
that I have ever been around. Ms. Wayne did a very
smart thing. She took everyone that was a PIA [pain
in the (expletive deleted)] and threw them on the
same team and said, "Okay, figure it out.”
Abigail confirmed the development of the teachers’
leadership capacity:
Once we realized that leadership is a process, team
building is a process, and things don’t happen
overnight...we began to be far more successful. By the
end of the year, we were able to collaborate better
with one another.
Shared conversation and open dialogue. When the Lakeside
High School faculty initially came together in August,
Megan’s vision for the new school was not fully developed.
Observations of the first faculty meeting indicated that
building goals were unclear, faculty from the two former high
schools were not yet unified as a cohesive group, and limited
opportunities were provided for whole-faculty dialogue.
Several months into the year, Megan concluded that the
school’s forward momentum had stalled. There was informal
discussion among teachers about structural and policy issues
within the building, but this dialogue was not translated into
implementation. During interviews, Megan mentioned with a
growing sense of urgency that the faculty’s absence of action
had to change. She began to recognize the importance of
engaging the faculty in critical conversations to develop a
shared understanding of the building vision, mission, and
goals.
Several dissenters began to emerge within the faculty,
whom Megan characterized as “extremely vocal in their
complaints.” Megan consulted with colleagues from other
schools that had been involved in school consolidations; and,
heeding their advice, she had cancelled regularly scheduled
faculty meetings. She came to the realization that this
decision was ill- advised because the dissenters were unable
to have their voices heard. Megan believed that frustration
with their inability to participate in school decision-making
processes created increasing levels of anxiety, lack of trust
in the administration, growing complaints about working
conditions, and the potential for sabotage.
Recognizing the importance of building-wide dialogue,
Megan began to create additional opportunities for faculty
input and involvement. She wanted teachers to feel that
changes were being done “with” them and not “to” them.
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She appointed some dissenters to the leadership and school
improvement teams, observing that, “Now they have to come
up with a solution and be part of the solution instead of part
of the problem.” Chase reinforced the need for “valued and
beneficial open conversation,” and noted that, once new
communication channels were in place, teachers became
more collaborative and collegial. The school improvement
team quickly developed a school improvement plan. Chase
observed, “As far as SIP [the school improvement plan], we’ve
got plans now. All of these things that should have been in
place since day one.”
As the year concluded, Megan acknowledged that creating
opportunities for shared conversations and open dialogue
were essential to developing a student learning focus. She
remarked:
I think we’ve made more strides school improvementwise in the last six weeks than in the rest of the
year….It’s working like magic so far. It might turn
around and bite me, but we’ve made a lot of progress.
Creating a positive, unified school culture. Observations and
interviews indicated that students took the lead in working
to establish a unified learning community. Megan noted that,
although some teachers and community members were
still unsupportive of the consolidation, the vast majority of
students accepted the reality of the consolidation, saying
“Okay, let’s move on. This is the world we have now. Let’s make
it the best world we can.” Whitney agreed:
The kids really came together. They were hanging out
anyway with kids from the opposite district, and now
they are dating each other, playing ball together, and
they’re working together.
Megan and Chase used the cohesiveness of the student
body as an opportunity for the faculty to learn from the
students’ example. Noting that “the teachers have been
watching the kids come together,” Megan hoped that the “us
and them” mentality for the teachers from the two former
schools would move to “we,” a unified faculty.
Megan observed that initially teachers were divided into
two camps, “pointing fingers” with regard to inadequate
student performance based upon which high school they
worked at prior to the consolidation. In her first interview,
Megan was unaware that she had not yet mentally
transitioned to a unified school culture herself, as she voiced
the need to be “fair in how we address things between the
two common faculties.” As teachers were given opportunities
to interact and to explore teaching and learning issues
through building leadership team meetings and school
improvement days, they began to analyze student data,
without thought as to whether the students were originally
from Gotham City or Metropolis. Megan also believed that
the leadership team helped to “establish that atmosphere of,
hopefully, collaboration and less isolation” that she believed
was typical of larger comprehensive high schools.
With Megan’s support, the building leadership team gave
a presentation to the school board in which they requested
early-out work sessions on the first and third Friday afternoons
of the month during the upcoming academic year which
Vol. 42, No. 2, Spring 2015
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would be used for curriculum conversations, curriculum
audits, and examination of college readiness benchmarks.
Megan was thrilled that the board approved their proposal
because the sessions represented an opportunity for the
faculty to continue to deepen their collaborative relationships
and to focus on student learning.
School governance and school board micromanagement.
The most significant concern, voiced in 15 of the 16
interviews, related to perceptions by the principal and
teachers that they were closely monitored by the board of
education, and therefore were given very little decisionmaking authority. The school board included members from
the two closed school districts; hence, just as the consolidated
high school faculty was learning to work collaboratively,
members of the new school board also were learning to
function as a cohesive group. Megan believed that board
members enjoyed their authority, stating:
They are in control of what they can table and what
they can pass and what they can disapprove….Every
step, every bit of it is micromanaged.
Some teachers believed that a rigid organizational hierarchy
characterized the new district. Abigail explained:
We have a board who likes to micromanage. We then
hire a superintendent who likes to micromanage.
We get down into it, down farther, and people are
frustrated with the micromanaging.
The faculty was used to functioning under the policies and
practices of their respective now-dissolved school boards,
which were less restrictive, and assumed that the new
board’s procedures would align with them. Board members,
administrators, and teachers were experiencing the formation
of a new organizational culture. Uncertainty existed about
the chain of command and who was empowered with
what decision-making authority. Megan believed that, as
a result of board politics, board members were restricting
the superintendent’s leadership influence, which had an
unintended consequence of hindering her authority to
serve as the high school’s learning leader. Concluding that
her superintendent had “been cut off at the knees this year
also by the board directing and not letting him do his job,”
Megan was not certain that she had the support of her board
and superintendent. Consequently, she reacted by deferring
decisions to the superintendent, which created role confusion
and uncertainty for teachers. Whitney explained:
Your chain of command as teacher is to go to
your principal and not deal directly with the
superintendent unless it is very, very severe. That has
not happened here. If I have to go get something, I
have to go to him [the superintendent]. Every time
something changes, it’s through him. So, I don’t really
get what her purpose is.
Megan believed that the board’s oversight created
an “unpredictable” environment, in which high school
administrators and teachers felt that their decisions were
being “second-guessed” by board members. Abigail also felt
that high school administrators’ “hands are tied,” asserting that
they should have the authority to make decisions without
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the school board implementing a different course of action.
Abigail lamented, “After a while you decide why waste your
time. You’re just spinning circles wasting time.” Chase also
observed that teachers were beginning to “expect knee-jerk
reactions” from the board.
Chase initially believed that micromanagement was
not an issue. However, he later described a situation in
which the school board decided to involve the local police
in investigating a student fight without his knowledge,
overriding his authority as the school disciplinarian.
Expressing his surprise when the police “just showed up one
morning,” Chase explained:
You know, the thing with the police was a little
bit ridiculous. It didn’t solve anything, cost a lot of
money…It really left a bad taste in some people’s
mouths.
Difficulty creating a shared vision of learning. Significant
efforts had gone into the research, planning, development,
and implementation of the school district consolidation, but
district officials spent most of their energy on addressing
the structural elements of the consolidation rather than on
teaching and learning needs. Megan said the intricacies
of the consolidation meant that important conversations
about the district vision for student learning were pushed
aside. It was not until December of the implementation
year that the board began to engage in strategic planning,
including development of its mission, vision, and goals. No
participants interviewed had read or heard an articulated
vision for the district. Abigail, who was enrolled in a graduate
program to attain her principal' licensure, reported that the
superintendent could not produce a copy of the district vision
when she asked for one to use for a course assignment.
Megan stated that she had attempted to develop a vision
of learning for her building, but she found it difficult to create
one in the absence of a district vision. The cancellation of high
school faculty meetings was viewed as problematic by the
teachers because faculty were not provided opportunities to
dialogue and to reach shared understandings about effective
classroom practices; neither were they receiving information
from the administration. Teachers reported learning about
important building-level issues from students, who seemed
to be much more “in-the-know.” Whitney asserted: “We
just need to keep working on our communication,” arguing
that regular faculty meetings were sorely needed. Abigail
expressed frustration with the lack of meetings: “It’s the first
year of consolidation, half your staff is new, and we don’t
have anything to talk about?” Megan reluctantly agreed that
communication was a concern and reported that she was
uncertain about what she was permitted to share with her
faculty because of her perceived tenuous relationship with the
superintendent and school board.
During a faculty meeting in March, it was observed that a
critical issue was placed at the end of the agenda which had
the effect of limiting the time for faculty discussion on an
important topic. Because opportunities for faculty dialogue
were minimal, discussions in the few faculty meetings
that were held often revolved around managerial and
organizational issues that needed urgent attention, with little
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time remaining to discuss student learning. Megan reported
having numerous “individual conversations” with teachers on
an informal basis involving curriculum concerns. However,
building leadership team members reported that these oneon-one talks did little to promote a shared learning culture
throughout the building. Explaining that conversations often
were prompted by the faculty members themselves, Whitney
stated, “You know we have to go to her if there is an issue.”
Leadership team members believed that, as the school’s
learning leader, it was Megan’s responsibility to initiate
faculty-wide conversations about student learning, and they
expressed frustration that this was not occurring on a regular
basis.
Managing pockets of resistance. Megan and Chase both
stated that many teachers and community members who had
opposed the district consolidation incorrectly believed that
the option existed to dissolve the consolidation and return
to their prior districts after the first year. The administrative
team observed that some individuals were overtly resisting
their efforts to bring faculty and students into a cohesive
group. The building leadership team members stated that
Megan should become more authoritative by addressing
those who vocally challenged proposed school reforms and
asserting her role as the building leader. Chase observed,
“I think she’s not as forceful as she could be.” Megan was
hesitant to take control of building-level decisions, but she did
not realize that this hesitancy greatly affected the teachers’
commitment to focus on what was expected of students. All
individuals interviewed agreed that the building leaders were
primarily responsible for anticipating resistance to change and
communicating expectations for personnel performance.
One consequence of teachers’ resistance was that some
teachers began to isolate themselves from their colleagues.
Chase believed this isolation was a trust issue: “I don’t
know that people really trust each other like they should in
this building.” He noted that the lack of collaboration had
been a problem throughout the year, which hindered the
development of trust across the faculty and administration,
stating:
The majority of teachers in this building have not
talked with the other teachers in their department.
You know—those from the opposite school district
that joined with us.
Looking back, Megan reflected on the fact that the building
and district had not scheduled any team-building activities at
the beginning of the academic year, which could have been
purposefully designed to begin to break down barriers that
existed between the two teacher groups. She explained:
In terms of bringing people together to deal with
their anxiety and strengths and inadequacies—
throwing everybody in a pot or a building together—
that was definitely something I should have worked
through.
Establishing a new school culture, traditions, and practices.
The importance of a positive school culture was a consistent
theme throughout all interviewees’ descriptions of their
work in their new high school. A complicating factor for
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Megan was the fact that the new Lakeside High School was
situated in the same facility and campus as the dissolved
Gotham City High School, and 70% of the faculty were former
Gotham City teachers. Megan said that Metropolis teachers
felt they were moving “into Gotham City teachers’ territory.”
This undercurrent was apparent throughout the year when
decisions were reached about school policies and procedures.
Because the majority were former Gotham City School
District employees, as was Megan, many of their policies and
procedures became Lakeside High School policies by default.
As the school year progressed, Megan observed that the
former Metropolis High School teachers became increasingly
adamant that the few remaining policies should be decided
by adopting “the Metropolis way…no matter what.” Megan
continually worked behind the scenes to smooth things out
between two teacher groups, in a dialogue she sometimes
described as “us versus them.”
Another concern was the assimilation of students and
faculty into the new high school culture. Abigail and Chase,
in their first interviews, both reported that many teachers’
attitudes toward their students who were from the “other”
district were perceived as negative and condescending. Even
though it appeared that the students had accepted the school
consolidation, they still maintained some allegiance to their
former schools. Chase observed:
You see a kid taking their senior pictures in a football
jersey from GCHS, and a football jersey from Lakeside
High School, and from Metropolis. There’s just a
difference in it, and it made me sad. But is just…this
feeling like they don’t want to let go.
Although the two high school administrators understood
the issues in facilitating a school consolidation, they also
were concerned that they would be perceived as taking sides
with the Gotham City or Metropolis camps, as opposed to
expending their energies on forging a new identity.
Compounding the development of a shared teaching and
learning culture, teachers from the two closed schools were
perceived to have had differing expectations for academic
performance. Gotham City was known to be “the elitist
district,” explained Megan, with higher academic standards
and higher proportions of students excelling in honors
courses. The Gotham City High School grading scale required
a minimum average of 94% to earn a grade of A, which
was lower than the Metropolis scale. In March, when the
Lakeside High School grading policy proposed 90% would be
required for an A, many teachers and parents perceived this
as reducing academic standards. This proposal resulted in a
contentious school board meeting, with numerous parents
expressing opposition to the new grading policy.
The academic differences of the two closed schools became
painfully apparent at the end of the year, when valedictorians
and salutatorians were to be named. Due to the school’s
recent consolidation, the principals reached the decision
to share the academic honors, selecting co-valedictorians
and co-salutatorians from each closed high school. Megan
experienced an ethical dilemma, because the two top Gotham
City students were “not even in the top few” of the overall
Lakeside High School senior class. Observing that there was
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“a complete and total difference” in academic performance of
students from the two former high schools, Megan struggled
with developing a building-wide culture in which all teachers
had consistent beliefs and expectations for student learning.
Discussion
This case study reinforces findings from prior studies
concluding that school leaders must attend to substantial
managerial duties when engaged in a district consolidation
to ensure that the new organization functions effectively
(Alsbury 2008; Nitta, Holley, and Wrobel 2010; Self 2001).
Researchers have highlighted the principal’s important role as
learning leader and documented the increasing complexity
of this position (Hallinger and Heck, 2010; Knapp et al. 2006;
Louis et al. 2010; Grubb and Flessa, 2006). Important duties
of the principal during the implementation year include
addressing the school’s structure; developing trusting,
collegial relationships among stakeholders (e.g., students,
teachers, staff, parents) who are brought together from the
closed schools; and working to create a unified organizational
culture while honoring vestiges of the dissolved schools.
These issues must be successfully negotiated with all relevant
parties while the principal simultaneously is attempting to
maintain a focus on student learning, including developing
a shared vision of student academic performance, creating
shared expectations for teaching and learning, reviewing
the curriculum, developing uniform grading policies, and
guiding the faculty in developing common assessments. In
today’s accountability era, the principal cannot ignore student
achievement issues, even when other urgent issues compete
for attention.
This study was informed by the leadership for learning
framework of Knapp et al. (2003), which is based on five
action points that learning-focused leaders address, including
establishing a focus on learning; building professional
communities; engaging external environments; acting
strategically and collaboratively along pathways of activity
aimed at different aspects of student, professional, and system
learning; and creating coherence. As was observed in this
study, the principal experienced numerous hurdles as she
attempted to function as Lakeside High School’s learning
leader. In this section, we discuss selected findings that
influenced her effectiveness during the school’s first year of
operation. These include the following themes: addressing
board micromanagement and school governance concerns,
creating opportunities for open dialogue, and creating a
unified school culture.
Addressing Board Micromanagement and
School Governance Concerns
The governance process can create procedures that allow
stakeholders to gather and influence information, process
complex information, make good decisions, and act on
those decisions (DuFour et al. 2010; Knapp et al. 2003).
Stakeholders must be allowed to engage in the governance
process, which requires trust on the part of the principal,
teachers, district administrators, and school board. A notable
challenge in this case was teachers' lack of trust in the
school board because they experienced repeated board
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interference in school affairs, which resulted in marginalized
decision-making practices at the district and building levels.
As Louis et al. (2010, 41) noted, “It matters a great deal
whether participants in an organization trust the decisionmaking capacity of the organization’s leaders.” Participants
viewed board micromanagement as an intrusion into their
areas of responsibility, noting that reactionary policies were
adopted and that board members often were actively and
inappropriately engaged in implementing policies. Policy
implementation is a function of the school district and
building administration rather than of the board (Land 2002).
Distributed leadership has been advocated (Louis et al.
2010; Spillane, Halverson, and Diamond 2001) as a mechanism
to involve faculty in school decision making, shared leadership
responsibilities, and building of faculty skills and capacity as
organizational leaders. Because the principal was consumed
with the managerial/structural demands inherent in forming
the new school, she initially did not engage others in
leadership roles. Although an assistant principal had been
hired, she was unaccustomed to sharing administrative
duties with another colleague and did not fully engage her
building leadership team. The ability to empower teachers
around formal leadership roles has been found to have a
significant association with improved professional learning
in collaborative settings, individual teacher learning, and
collective leadership (Leithwood and Mascall 2008). Principals
can develop a shared culture by extending “significant
decisional influence to others” (Louis et al. 2010, 35),
motivating teachers, and providing roles for teacher leaders to
provide instructional support to their colleagues.
Importance of Creating Opportunities for Open Dialogue
The building leader must consistently communicate the
centrality of student learning throughout the organization,
an obligation that Louis et al. (2010) described as a core
leadership practice. Knapp et al. (2003, 21) also noted that
“leaders tell and show others repeatedly that learning
and particular aspects or areas of student learning are
the shared mission of students, teachers, administrators,
and the community.” The degree to which the principal
effectively communicates either can build and maintain
trust or can create roadblocks and distrust for followers.
Some faculty members perceived that the principal was
selectively providing information to them, primarily in private
conversations with individual teachers. Because faculty
meetings often were cancelled, and the principal routinely
missed critical meetings, limited opportunities were being
provided for the faculty to engage in open dialogue and
group problem solving. One consequence of this inadequate
communication was a growing chorus of faculty dissenters
who began to vocally question the principal's leadership
practices.
As the school year wound down, the principal began to
involve key faculty members on the building leadership
team and invite faculty to take key roles with professional
development. However, these efforts to more fully engage the
faculty in dialogue were perceived as “too little, too late.”
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Creating a Unified School Culture
Although the conception of culture is unique to each local
context, culture generally has been defined as the beliefs,
values, assumptions, and institutional norms that guide how
people work in an organization (Schein 2004). McGuire et al.
(2009, 6) described the goal of culture change as work “to
purposefully and actively build capability for new ways of
working.” Shaping the building’s culture must be intentional
as culture begins to be communicated by what people value.
Establishing a positive culture in a newly consolidated school
is a challenging process because it requires integrating
faculty and students from two or more dissolved school
organizations who bring their ingrained institutional norms
and assumptions with them as they collectively develop a new
organizational culture. In this case, the process of developing
the Lakeside High School culture was complicated by the fact
that the principal and 70% of the faculty had worked together
in one of the closed schools, leaving the remaining 30% of
the faculty feeling as if they were being simply absorbed into
the dominant belief systems and practices of their colleagues.
Additionally, academic expectations varied within the two
closed schools, creating conflicting academic expectations
among the teachers and parents when the consolidated
school was formed. Unfortunately, the principal did not give
sufficient thought to the importance of unifying the faculty
and staff into a cohesive group.
Implications
This study provided several insights into the impact of
a school district consolidation on a high school principal’s
ability focus on learning. These revolve around the role
of school boards in newly consolidated school districts,
communication during the initial year of consolidation, and
principal effectiveness.
As was noted previously, the school board in a newly
consolidated school district plays a critical role in the
development of the governance structure and philosophy for
enacting and implementing district policy. The school board
must develop a vision for the new district based on the shared
beliefs and core values of internal and external stakeholders.
At the same time, school board members must be mindful
of their responsibility to enact policies while that of the
superintendent, central office administrators, and principals
is to implement them. Clear lines of authority must be
established and honored so that school leaders feel that their
decisions are being supported, particularly during a time of
transition. As the lead administrator, the superintendent can
help to educate the new board members on their roles and
responsibilities. If the board becomes involved in the day-today operations of schools and the district, administrators may
feel that their decision-making authority is being questioned
while faculty and students may perceive that the board is
losing confidence in the administrative team.
The second implication relates to the challenges that
can occur when sustained communication does not occur
during the initial year of consolidation. The principal must
ensure that numerous, sustained opportunities for dialogue
and communication are provided to all stakeholders,
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including faculty, staff, students, and parents. Although
communication may emanate from the school administration,
two-way communication channels also should be developed
so that faculty, students, and stakeholders can voice
concerns, recommend solutions, and engage in continued
conversations as the new organization takes shape. Principals
must build collective capacity around feedback loops. This
feedback must be balanced and inclusive of areas of strength
and success as well as opportunities for change. If the newly
combined faculty is not provided with opportunities to
develop relationships, conflicts may occur between faculty
groups from the dissolved schools, as well as among students,
because they have not developed a shared understanding of
their functions and practices within the new school.
Third, as challenging as it may be, the principal must use
effective leadership practices to focus on student learning
from the onset of the school’s formation. Current demands
for accountability require a continued focus on student
achievement, such that school administrators and teachers
cannot ignore curriculum, instruction, and assessment
practices. Providing time for collaboration is necessary so the
faculty and administration can form a cohesive group, engage
in curriculum conversations, and address student learning
needs. The challenging nature of continuous improvement
requires the principal to lead strategically, identifying issues
to address, and distributing leadership responsibilities across
faculty members who have the capacity and skills to assist
with these important tasks (Elmore 2002). Given the expanded
responsibilities to develop the culture, norms, policies, and
procedures for the newly consolidated school, the principal
can easily become overwhelmed, and therefore may overlook
the responsibility of serving as the school’s learning leader.
Conclusion
Clearly, a principal who is charged with leading the
consolidation of two high schools into one restructured
school is faced with many complex, competing
responsibilities. As was discovered in this case, even when
an experienced principal is at the helm of the newly
reconfigured school, it can be quite challenging to integrate
two distinct groups of students and teachers into one unified
organization. As Megan, the Lakeside High School principal,
was designing the new school structure, she simultaneously
was negotiating the political realities of functioning within
the new district organization—to understand her roles,
responsibilities, and working relationships with her district
administrators, the new school board, and faculty. Her time
was consumed with the structural and managerial elements
of forming the new school in its initial year of existence:
creating policies, rules, and procedures, and managing
student discipline issues. Due to her intense focus on these
elements, it was difficult for her attend to other factors that
also were vital to the school’s formation, such as engaging
teachers in team-building activities to bring them together
into a cohesive group, maintaining ongoing communication
and opportunities for faculty dialogue, developing a shared
vision of student learning with faculty and students, attending
to the formation of a positive school culture, and leading
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faculty conversations about teaching and learning. Reflecting
on her performance as the school year concluded, Megan
lamented that she had been narrowly focused on operating in
“survival mode” throughout the academic term and had not
embraced her critical role as learning leader. As the academic
year was winding down, she began to refocus on teaching
and learning, as well as to involve members of the building
leadership team in assuming some curriculum leadership
responsibilities. Looking back, Megan realized that she
needed to simultaneously focus on both the managerial and
leadership for learning aspects of her position throughout this
initial year.
This case study illuminates several challenges that may be
faced when leading a consolidated school and, hopefully,
can provide some guidance to assist the principal with
concurrently attending to forming the school culture,
addressing structural elements of the new organization,
and continuing to focus of student learning during the
challenging first year of consolidation.

Endnotes
1
No Child Left Behind Act of 2001, 20 U.S.C. §§ 6301-7941
(2006).
2
Pseudonyms were used for the names of the high schools,
school districts, and all participants.
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The conceptualization and measurement of education
finance equity and adequacy has engaged researchers for
more than three decades. At the same time, calls for increased
academic accountability and higher student achievement
in K-12 public education have reached new levels at both
the national and state levels. Aligning these represents an
emerging area of research with many challenges. For example,
recent efforts by the authors to measure the alignment of
fiscal equity and student outcomes using an equity ratio faced
challenges, particularly because traditional education finance
statistical measures do not fully account for factors that
either impeded or contributed to their alignment.1 Hence,
the purpose of this article is to expand upon our previous
work not only by identifying contributing factors, but also by
proposing a conceptual framework that explains their role in
measurement and alignment of state education finance and
academic accountability policies.
In this article, we first review the process we used to create
an equity ratio used to measure alignment. We then turn
to our subsequent and related research to identify relevant
contextual factors. Based upon these studies, we propose a
conceptual framework that illustrates the interrelationship of
factors associated with the alignment of education finance
and accountability policies.
Refining and Testing the Equity Ratio
In 2013, we proposed an equity ratio to measure the
alignment of education finance systems with measures of
student performance described in accountability policies
for the states of Kentucky, Massachusetts, and New York
(Knoeppel and Della Salla 2013a). Our inquiry was guided by
the question: Given equitable resources or finance inputs,
what is the level of equity in educational outcomes? Rather
than relying upon measures such as achievement gaps
and student performance trend data, we suggested that a
statistic that included the use of measures of distribution
and dispersion of student performance outcomes was more
appropriate. We proposed a three-step process to calculate an
equity ratio that involved the measurement of finance inputs
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and accountability outcomes, and the relationship between
them. We used the coefficient of variance to discern the equity
of both funding inputs and measures of student achievement,
and included a discussion establishing standards of equity.
The coefficient of variance measures the amount of
variation around the mean and ranges from zero to infinity—a
value closer to zero, such as 0.10, is generally accepted as an
equitable distribution of funds. The measure is calculated
by dividing the standard deviation of a distribution by the
mean value. Reasoning that an equity standard of 0.10 for
the coefficient of variance of finance systems was too large
and allowed for too much variation around the mean, we
suggested that the standard should be reduced to 0.05. Next,
guided by the notion that an equitable distribution of student
achievement would be nonnormal and leptokurtic per Figure
1,2 we proposed a coefficient of variance of .03 for measures
of student performance. In our estimation, this represented
an ideal distribution of student achievement that would best
measure the success of a state's consequential academic
accountability policy defined as student achievement at the
"proficient" level.3

Figure 1 | Ideal student performance distribution

Table | Summary of Research on the Alignment of State Education Finance and Academic Accountability Policies
Title

Authors

Contextual Factors

States

Findings

Implications

Measuring Equity:
Creating a New
Standard for Inputs
and Outputs

Knoeppel and
Della Sala (2013a)

Testing of equity ratio
and accounting for
differing levels/rigor
of proficiency in each
state

Kentucky
Massachusetts
New York

A universal equity ratio
is difficult to interpret
for all states. There are
other factors involved.

Equity ratio must
be analyzed in
accordance with
judicial interpretations
and other policy
components in each
state.

Finance Equity, Student
Achievement, and
Justice: A Five-State
Analysis of Equality of
Opportunity

Knoeppel, First,
Della Sala, and Ordu
(2014)

Judicial interpretations

Colorado
Massachusetts
New York
Ohio
Washington

Interpretations of
opportunity in the
courts matter in how
equity of funds and
achievement are
conceptualized by
policymakers and
researchers.

Researchers
must account
for components
of finance and
accountability policies
as well as timing of
implementation of
both policies.

Measuring The
Alignment Between
States’ Finance and
Accountability Policies:
The Opportunity Gap

Della Sala and
Knoeppel (2015)

Student demographics
and state
socioeconomic contexts

Colorado
Kentucky
Massachusetts
Minnesota
New York
Ohio
South Carolina
Texas
Washington

Social/economic
context helps
researchers discern
the degree to which
opportunity is difficult
to obtain in each state.

There is a need for a
conceptual framework
to include all
contextual factors that
affect the alignment of
both policies.
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We conceptualized the equity ratio as a simultaneous
measurement of finance inputs and student performance
outcomes. The equity ratio was calculated by dividing
the coefficient of variance of student achievement by the
coefficient of variance of the equity of finance inputs, as
follows: Equity Ratio = CVachieve/CVfinance. Using this
metric, we established the ideal range for the equity ratio
between zero and 0.6. However, because it is possible
to achieve an equity ratio in the ideal range without
having an equitable finance system or measure of student
achievement, we concluded that the equity ratio would only
be valid if the coefficient of variance for finance inputs and
student achievement outcomes approached 0.05 and 0.03,
respectively. We also suggested a post hoc analysis that
included measures of the mean, kurtosis, skew, McLoone and
Verstegen indices, as well as statewide contextual factors to
draw final conclusions about the equity and alignment of
these two policies.
During development of the equity ratio, we realized that
several factors that could not be accounted for by using
equity statistics could impact the degree of alignment
between finance and accountability policies, meriting further
inquiry to determine the usefulness of the equity ratio. In
order to test and improve the equity ratio as well as determine
factors that were associated with the alignment of both
policies, we expanded the scope of our research (Knoeppel
et al. 2014; Della Sala and Knoeppel 2015). As can be seen in
the summary table, these two studies served as part of the
process of isolating contextual factors. Based on the findings,
we were able to account for more factors, hence improving
the external validity of the equity ratio.
In our 2013 study, we found that the equity of student
performance was impacted by the rigor of the assessments;
specifically, student achievement levels were influenced by
the difficulty of content associated with each state’s definition
of proficiency. Although Kentucky was found to have the
highest level of equity in finance and student performance,
state accountability standards were rated as either basic
or below basic by the National Assessment of Educational
Progress (NAEP). We found that Massachusetts had the most
rigorous standards—mathematics scoring was consistent
with NAEP's definition of proficiency while reading scoring
differed. It was consistent with NAEP's definition of basic
rather than proficient performance. Despite the relatively
higher level of rigor in Massachusetts, the equity of student
performance in reading and mathematics was found to be
above our 0.03 standard. Lastly, New York had a high degree
of equity in measures of student achievement, but their
performance standards were found to be the least rigorous;
that is, their scoring schema in both content areas was below
NAEP's definition of basic. None of the three states achieved
the standard of education finance equity we set, although
Kentucky was closer than Massachusetts and New York. In
considering alignment, we relied heavily on the language of
the 1989 Rose decision that mandated "substantial uniformity"
in both finance and student achievement (Rose v. Council for
Better Education 1989).
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We next examined the language of state statutes and
judicial interpretations in Colorado, Massachusetts, New York,
Ohio, and Washington to discern how each state defined
opportunity (Knoeppel et al. 2014). Using Betts and Roemer's
(2005) theoretical framework of equality of educational
opportunity,4 we used a quasi-experimental design to: (1)
analyze court decisions and statutory language; (2) calculate
the equity of the finance system; (3) calculate the equity of
measures of student performance; and (4) calculate the equity
ratio and perform post hoc analyses to provide clarity about
the shape of the distributions for each of the states.5 Courts in
these states defined opportunity as student performance on
state criterion-referenced exams. Each state court specified
equal student performance outcomes and the provision of
resources as conditions that were to be met in order for the
state education finance system to be deemed constitutional.
Because none of the states examined in the study achieved
both finance and student performance equity, we concluded
that there was no policy alignment. We proposed that
the timing of the implementations of both policies was a
contributing factor to the lack of alignment. Unlike Kentucky,
where a new finance distribution model was adopted the
same year as the adoption of criterion-referenced student
performance standards, none of the states in this study
adopted finance distribution models in the same year that the
state education accountability policy was adopted.
Reasoning that the alignment of finance and accountability
policies was not only impacted by different definitions of
opportunity or funding weights for differentially situated
students, we sought to understand the challenges in the
provision of opportunity faced by states based on variations
in economic conditions and demographics (Della Sala and
Knoeppel 2015). We noted that the conceptualization of the
equity ratio did not allow for the consideration of mediating
factors that impacted the provision of opportunity and
suggested that a broader analysis of these factors should be
used to support changes to resource distribution models
in support of accountability goals. To calculate a metric, or
“opportunity gap” to measure the degree of misalignment
between the equity of states’ education finance systems and
student performance outcomes, we used census data and
district level finance and performance data from nine states:
Colorado, Kentucky, Massachusetts, Minnesota, New York,
Ohio, South Carolina, Texas, and Washington.
We placed these states into groups of three based on
demographic characteristics and need. Need was defined as
low median household income, a larger percentage of people
living below the poverty level, and a high unemployment
rate. States with the greatest need included Ohio, Kentucky,
and South Carolina while states with moderate need were
identified as Washington, New York, and Texas. States with
low need were Minnesota, Massachusetts, and Colorado.
Census data used in the study included student demographics
(e.g., race and students qualifying for services like special
education, English language learner (ELL) programs, and
free and reduced-price meals), graduation rate, percentage
of individuals with a bachelor’s degree or higher, and the
major industry in the state other than educational and health
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services.
We computed equity statistics for each state to include the
coefficient of variance, McLoone and Verstegen indices, and
the equity ratio in addition to looking for patterns based on
student demographics and need. None of the states under
study were found to have aligned finance and accountability
policies according to the equity ratio; patterns describing
the equity of finance systems and measures of student
achievement were inconclusive. Only two states, South
Carolina and Kentucky, were found to have equitable finance
distribution systems; both of these states were characterized
as high needs states. In the states with the least need,
Massachusetts was found to have performance equity in both
reading and mathematics while Colorado had performance
equity in reading and was approaching performance equity
in mathematics. Minnesota was well below the standard of
equity in performance with a coefficient of variance of 0.28.
In states with moderate need, New York and Texas provided
performance equity in both reading and mathematics while
performance equity was not found in Washington. In states
with the greatest need, none was found to have performance
equity. Based on the opportunity gap, we placed states in four
categories: (1) approaching alignment; (2) input equity; (3)
output equity; and (4) inadequate systems (neither input nor
output equity). In our analysis, we found that only Kentucky
approached policy alignment. South Carolina was found to
have input equity while Colorado, Massachusetts, New York,
Texas, and Washington were found to have output equity.
Ohio and Minnesota were found to have inadequate systems.
In summary, the two subsequent studies that were
conducted to refine and test the external validity of the equity
ratio revealed six interrelated contextual factors that were
found to impact the alignment of education finance and
academic accountability policies: (1) judicial interpretations
in school finance litigation; (2) components of academic
accountability policy; (3) components of education finance
policy; (4) the timing of finance and accountability policy
implementations; (5) student demographics and state
socioeconomic contexts; and (6) other factors not captured by
academic accountability policy but associated with schooling.
The next section expands upon each of these factors.
Factors Impacting the Alignment of State Education
Finance and Accountability Policies
Judicial Interpretations in School Finance Litigation
Judicial interpretations of education clauses in state
constitutions have informed equity and adequacy lawsuits.
These class action suits have led to recommendations for
reform, not only in education finance but also, in some cases,
in academic accountability. Specifically, we posit that courts
can define opportunity as inputs-based, outputs-based, or a
combination of both. In the states we examined, opportunity
was defined as the achievement of proficiency standards
(outputs) and the provision of sufficient resources to help
students realize those content standards (inputs).

accountability policy revealed two components that can
impact the alignment of finance and accountability policy.
These were the state's definition of academic proficiency and
the range of scores used on the state's student performance
accountability assessment to measure proficiency. Since
comparisons across states cannot be made due to the use
of different tests and performance standards, we compared
those states we studied to NAEP (McLaughlin et al. 2008:
Bandeira de Mello, Blankenship, and McLaughlin 2009;
Bandeira de Mello 2011). In turn, the equity ratio is influenced
by how states define proficiency standards. Similarly, the
range of possible scores on state assessment has an effect on
the coefficient of variance for student performance outcomes;
that is, a state's academic accountability policy affects the
degree to which the equity ratio correctly measures the
alignment between finance and accountability policy.
Components of Education Finance Policy
Some assert that little has changed in the way that states
allocate revenues in support of public education (Verstegen
and Jordan 2009; Verstegen 2014; Verstegen and Knoeppel
2012). Foundation programs continue to be the revenue
distribution model in the majority of states, sometimes in
combination with another form of general aid. However,
it should be noted that pupil weightings can be used with
foundation plans to direct additional funds to particular
groups of students who may need more resources to be
academically successful. These include students living in
poverty, those with disabilities, and students for whom
English is not their first language, also referred to as English
language learners (ELLs). At the same time, the level of state
funding for education is decided in the political arena, where
there are many competitors for limited resources, rather than
on a rational cost basis.
Timing of Education Finance and Academic
Accountability Policy Implementation
In our research, we found that implementation of both
of these policies at the same time had a strong positive
impact on their alignment. In measuring the degree of
alignment, we found Kentucky to have the smallest gap.
Kentucky enacted the Kentucky Education Reform Act of
1990 (KERA) immediately following the 1989 Rose decision.
KERA included both the creation of an education finance
system and a new academic accountability policy. Their
simultaneous development and implementation resulted in
greater alignment between resource allocation and student
achievement than the other four states in our 2014 study
whose foundation programs were enacted before their
respective accountability policies. Only Massachusetts made
changes to both their accountability policy and changes to
their finance distribution model, which may account for the
equitable results in their measures of student achievement.
As a result, we postulated that gaps in time between
implementation of these policies indicated a lack of policy
coherence, and hence would impact the equity ratio.

Components of Academic Accountability Policy
Our investigation of the language of state academic
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Student Demographics and Socioeconomic Contexts
In our 2015 study, we sought to expand our understanding
of the equity ratio by examining both the equity and
alignment of finance and accountability policies in relation
to student demographics and socioeconomic factors using
census data and district level finance and performance data
for nine states (Della Sala and Knoeppel 2015). Although the
findings with regard to equity were mixed, a few patterns
emerged that have informed the development of our
conceptual framework. First, wealth of the state strongly
impacted student performance equity and other outcomes
to schooling such as the percentage of individuals holding
a bachelor’s degree. Other demographic factors, such as
race, percentage of students with individualized education
plans (IEPs), and the percentage of students receiving special
education services appeared to negatively impact the equity
of performance. It would appear that the impact of these
demographics on equity and alignment is mediated by the
definition of the standard of proficiency. Although many of
the states under study had academic performance equity or
were approaching that standard, all, with the exception of
Massachusetts, used the NAEP definition of "basic" or "below
basic" to define proficiency, and only two states had students
performing at or above proficiency in the aggregate.
Other Factors Not Captured by Academic
Accountability Policy but Associated with Schooling
In two studies published in 2013, we took a different
approach and examined the efficiency of allocation
patterns of schools in Kentucky and South Carolina, using
data envelopment analysis (Della Sala and Knoeppel 2013;
Knoeppel and Della Sala 2013b).6 Economic efficiency
research models use a mix of inputs to maximize outputs,
using multiple measures. The use of a single output, such as
scores on state-mandated criterion-referenced tests, would
likely be considered insufficient. For example, additional
outcome measures, such as college-going rate and career
readiness, might more fully capture the education production
function. In addition, although schools may have high scores
on these tests, they may still be considered inefficient because
the test scores could be viewed as a minimum standard.7
A Conceptual Framework to Explain the Factors Impacting
Policy Alignment
According to Maxwell (2005, 44), there are four main
sources used in the construction of a conceptual framework:
the experiential knowledge of the researchers themselves;
existing theory and research; exploratory research of the
researchers; and thought experiments. Our framework,
depicted in Figure 2, is based upon experiential knowledge.
The conceptual framework begins with a consideration
of judicial interpretations in school finance litigation. Where
plaintiffs have prevailed, court decisions have resulted in
requirements for reform of the education finance system,
generally along the lines of providing greater equity or
adequacy--or both. Some courts extended their scrutiny
to academic accountability as well, resulting in either the
adoption of new accountability policies to include a system
of assessment or a review of the current accountability
Educational Considerations
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Figure 2 | Conceptual Model of Factors Associated with the
Alignment of Finance and Accountability Policies
1. Context for
Policymaking:

Accountability
Policy
1. Definition of Proficiency
2. Range of Scores on Assessment

Judicial
Interpretations
in School Finance
Litigation

Timing

Education
Finance Policy
1. Per-pupil Funding
2. Spec Ed Weighting
3. Poverty Weighting
4. ELL Weighting

2. Context for
Schooling:
Student Demographics
and State
Social/Economic Contexts

3. Alignment of
Finance and
Accountability
Policies:

Other Factors
Associated with
Schooling

Equity Ratio
Post hoc Measures

policy and a conclusion of the degree to which that system
measured opportunity as defined by student achievement
measures. As noted in the conceptual framework, the timing
of the enactment of the accountability and finance policies
also impacts the degree of alignment found between the
policies. The next set of factors relates to the context for
schooling. Student demographics and socioeconomic
variables can be a powerful influence on the degree of
alignment of education finance and academic accountability.
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Summary and Conclusion
Previous research has discussed the need for alignment
of state education finance and academic accountability. The
equity ratio represents one method to measure the degree of
policy alignment. It was initially developed using language
from judicial interpretations of the constitutional duty to
provide a system of public education in Kentucky and then
applied to Massachusetts and New York. The equity ratio was
sensitive to factors that could not be measured using equity
statistics, suggesting the need for further research to discern
those factors that impact policy coherence. Efforts to refine
the equity ratio and to improve its external validity revealed
six interrelated contextual variables that allowed for the
development of the conceptual framework proposed in this
article.
This proposed conceptual framework is the result of
a series of inquiries centered on the conceptualization,
development, and testing of the equity ratio. Although the
research described in this article led to the development of
a specific conceptual framework, this does not mean the
research on the alignment of finance and accountability
policies is complete. Further research is needed on factors
within the framework and the degree to which those factors
influence the alignment of both policies. Additionally, the
metrics described in this paper need to be applied to more
states to improve external validity. The conceptual framework
outlined in this article provides a starting point for researchers
and policymakers to examine the alignment of state-specific
education finance and academic accountability policies to
better provide equal and adequate educational opportunities
for all students.

Endnotes
1
For a listing and discussion of traditional education
finance statistical measures, see "Statistical Approaches to
Equalization," in Financing Education in a Climate of Change,
11th edition, by Vern Brimley, Jr., Deborah A. Verstegen, and
Rulon R. Garfield (Boston, MA: Pearson, 2012), 65-68.
2
Also referred to as positive kurtosis, or skewing of the mean.
3
Kress, Zechmann, and Schmitten (2011) defined
"consequential" accountability as a model of education
reform that includes explicit standards for students, testing
students based on their knowledge of standards, and
consequences assigned to schools for failure to meet those
standards.
4
Per Knoeppel et al. (2014, 814): "They [Betts and Roemer
2005] reasoned that opportunity is comprised of five
components: circumstances, type, effort, objective, and
instrument. Type includes the set of individuals with the
same circumstances and objective refers to the actual
condition that is to be equalized. Student demographics
are an example of circumstances; students in similar
circumstances are then grouped into types. The instrument,
or state finance distribution model, is the intervention
or policy used to equalize the condition. As a result of
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5

6

7

equalization, effort, or the willingness to fully fund an
adequate education would then determine the objective,
which is student outcomes. Outcomes may be unequal,
yet they cannot be the result of the state’s unwillingness
to adequately fund public education. Conversely, unequal
outcomes may be permissible if all students achieve at or
above proficiency. Indeed, one goal of education finance
policy is to equalize opportunities for students, yet different
definitions of 'what' is to be equalized may result in different
conceptions of finance policy and equality of educational
opportunity."
The study (Knoeppel et al. 2014, 817) was described as
quasi-experimental in the sense that: "The selection of these
five states enabled researchers to conduct a case-by-case
study comprising geographic diversity as well as diversity in
the year of each respective decision."
Della Sala and Knoeppel (2013, 44) described their use
of data envelopment analysis (DEA) in this study as
follows: "DEA was employed to calculate and examine the
relative efficiency of the high schools [in one Midwestern
urban school district]. DEA is a non-parametric linear
programming model, primarily used in economic research,
which accommodates multiple inputs and outputs to
construct an efficiency frontier (Ray, 2004). The model
supposes a plausible connection between inputs and
outputs within Decision-Making Units (DMUs) or, for
this study, high schools, in order to measure production
(Stiefel, Schwartz, Rubenstein, & Zable, 2005). DEA builds
an efficiency frontier in relation to the observed inputs
and outputs in the data (Robst, 2001). Therefore, a school’s
efficiency is calculated based on the production of only the
schools included in the analysis rather than an established
'ideal' efficient school." A similar definition was used in
Knoeppel and Della Sala (2013b).
In terms of future research, we would argue that an aligned
system of education finance and academic accountability
policy incorporate efficiency as well.
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Introduction
In the quest to raise student achievement in low-performing
urban schools, researchers often point to the central
importance of recruitment and retention of a high quality
teacher workforce (Lankford, Loeb and Wyckoff 2002; Rivkin,
Hanushek and Kain 2005; Jacob 2007).1 At the same time,
advocates have proposed charter schools not only as a means
to reform traditional public schools, but also as a strategy
to close the achievement gap between urban students and
their suburban counterparts in no small part because charter
schools are often freed from many of the constraints faced by
traditional public schools, allowing them greater flexibility to
recruit and retain a qualitatively different teacher workforce
(Center for Education Reform n.d.).
Using data for the Detroit metropolitan region of Wayne,
Oakland, and Macomb counties for the 2005-2006 school
year, this study sought to answer four research questions:
(1) Did charter school teachers differ in measures of teacher
quality from traditional public school teachers; (2) Was there
variability in teacher quality within traditional public and
charter schools; (3) To what extent were teacher quality
indicators associated with teacher effectiveness; and (4) Did
teacher sorting take place across charter and traditional public
schools? This article is divided into eight sections. It begins
with a background section on charter schools in Michigan,
followed by a section on research on teacher quality and
sorting. The third section presents research methods used
in the study while findings are discussed in the next four
sections, one for each of the research questions. The article
closes with a summary, conclusions, and recommendations
for future research.
Charter Schools in Michigan
The general concept of charter schools has been discussed
in a large and growing research literature (Allen and Gawlik
2009; Archer 2000; Buckley and Schneider 2007; Bulkley 2004;
Crawford 2001; Chubb and Moe 1990; Fuller 2000; Gawlik
2007, 2008; Hill, Pierce, and Guthrie 1997; Lyons 1995; McGree
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1995; Miron and Nelson 2002; Nathan 1996; Reyes, Wagstaff,
and Fusarelli 1999; Wohlstetter, Wenning, and Briggs 1995).2
A core assumption of charter school advocates is that school
autonomy and deregulation can raise teacher quality and
student performance, particularly in high poverty urban areas
where charter schools tend to be concentrated (Baker and
Dickerson 2006). The extent to which charter schools are freed
from state regulation and thereby differentiate themselves
from traditional public schools, however, differs across states.
For example, state charter school laws vary in terms of teacher
licensure requirements; eligibility to seek a charter and/or
operate a charter school; control of teacher contracts; public
financing; and financial disclosure (Green and Mead 2004).
State laws also vary with regard to collective bargaining rights
of charter school teachers and other school employees. All
of these can potentially influence teacher recruitment and
retention.
Michigan became an early adopter of charter schools
via Public Act 362 of 1993. Michigan law allows for three
categories of charter schools: public school academies,
chartered under Part 6A of the revised school code; urban

high school academies, chartered under part 6C of the revised
school code to operate within Detroit; and strict discipline
academies, chartered under Public Act 23 of 1999 to serve
suspended, expelled, or incarcerated youth (Michigan
Department of Education 2010). Nearly all Michigan charter
schools fall under the first category.
According to the Center for Education Reform, a charter
school advocacy organization which annually ranks the
"strength" of state charter school laws, Michigan was ranked
fourth out of the 42 states which allowed charter schools
in 2015 (Zgainer and Kerwin n.d.). The Center’s criteria for a
“strong” state charter law were: (1) no limits on the number
of charter schools statewide; (2) no limits on the number of
students who can attend charter schools; (3) no restrictions on
the types of charter schools allowed (new starts, conversions,
online schools); (4) eligibility of many different types of groups
to apply to open charter schools; (5) exemptions/waivers
from most school district laws and regulations; (6) funding
equivalent to that of traditional public schools; and (7) fiscal
autonomy (Zgainer and Kerwin n.d.).

Figure | A Framework for Teacher Quality and Teacher Effectiveness
Teacher Qualifications
Education, certification,
credentials, teacher test
scores, and experience.

Inputs
Teacher Characteristics
Attitudes, attributes, beliefs,
self-efficacy, race, gender

Processes
Teacher Practices
(Teaching Quality)

Practices both in and out of the
classroom (impacted by school and
classroom context): planning,
instructional delivery, classroom
management, interactions with students.

Teacher Quality

Student Achievement Test Scores
(treated as indicator of teacher quality)

Student Achievement (predicted) –
Student Achievement (actual) =
Student Gain Score

Outcomes

Teacher Effectiveness

Empirically defined using value-added
measures, teachers are ranked by how
much students gained compared to
how much they were predicted to
gain in achievement.

Source: L. Goe, The Link Between Teacher Quality and Student Outcomes: A Research Synthesis (Washington, DC: National Comprehensive Center
for Teacher Quality, 2007), 9.
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Background and Research on Teacher Quality
and Teacher Sorting
The study presented in this article draws upon Goe's
(2007) research-based conceptual framework to define
teacher quality and teacher effectiveness. (See Figure.) In
this framework, teacher quality is comprised of inputs and
processes. Inputs are divided into teacher qualifications and
teacher characteristics while processes are defined as teacher
practices or teaching quality. Teacher quality thus defined is
related to outcomes, where outcomes are defined as student
achievement scores. In order to assess teacher effectiveness,
scores are analyzed as to whether or not they meet certain
criteria, such as, but not limited to, those associated with
value-added approaches. Because some researchers as
well as policymakers consider student achievement scores
themselves an indicator of teacher quality, this phenomenon
is also noted in the figure.
Little research exists on teacher characteristics as an input
to teacher quality. Processes related to teacher quality, as
described in the framework, are under-researched as well.
Hence, this study focused on teacher qualifications for which
there is a decidedly larger body of research although not
necessarily one in unanimous agreement. As described in the
framework, more common qualifications include academic
background,3 certification,4 credentials, teacher test scores,5
and experience.6 Data for these are often more readily
available to researchers and were so in the case of this study.
For outcomes, Michigan, like most others states, administers
annual, mandated achievement tests that assess student
proficiency in key subject areas.
This framework embodies the hypothesis that increases in
teacher quality are linked to increases in student outcomes
and hence teacher effectiveness. However, an alternative
hypothesis is found in the concept of teaching sorting; that
is, more highly qualified teachers are attracted to schools and
districts with higher achieving students. Overwhelmingly,
such schools and districts are found in more affluent
communities. The availability of these data in Michigan
allowed for exploration of this hypothesis as well.
Methods
The population of traditional public and charter school
teachers from the tricounty Detroit metropolitan region was
used for the study. It consisted of 26,135 teachers,7 distributed
across 794 elementary and middle schools, including 23,171
teachers in 708 traditional public schools and 2,964 teachers
in 86 charter schools. All data were for the 2005-2006 school
year, the most recent year for which a complete data set could
be assembled. High schools were omitted due to data and
school coding limitations. Also, in 2005-2006, Michigan and
the Detroit region had few charter high schools. The tricounty
region is made up of Macomb, Oakland, and Wayne counties.
The Detroit Public Schools, the largest in the metropolitan
region is located in Wayne county. Table 1 provides a
breakdown of traditional public and charter school teachers
by county.
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Table 1 |

Number of Traditional Public and Charter School
Teachers by County for the Metropolitan
Detroit Region
Number of Teachers

County

Traditional
Public School

Charter
School

Macomb

4,784

234

5,018

Oakland

7,225

609

7,834

Wayne

11,162

2,121

13,283

Metro Region

23,171

2,964

26,135

All

Data Sources and Definitions of Variables
Six proxies for teacher quality, which are referred to in the
analysis as teacher quality indicators, were selected for use
in the study: (1) percent of certified teachers; (2) percent
of teachers who graduated from a competitive college; (3)
percent of teachers with a major or minor in their subject
teaching assignment; (4) percent of inexperienced teachers;
(5) percent of teachers holding substitute permits; and (6)
teacher turnover. The state of Michigan's register of education
personnel and personnel licensing system were the sources of
data. The definitions below derived from these data sources.
Percent of certified teachers. "Teacher Certification (%)"
is the percent of classroom teachers who hold a teaching
certificate rather than a teaching permit. Specifically, it is the
sum of the percent of classroom teachers with a provisional,8
professional, or permanent certificate.9
Percent of substitute teachers. The second credential-based
proxy for teacher quality is the percentage of teachers in each
school working with a “substitute” permit, referred to in the
data analysis as "Substitute Teacher Permit (%)." The substitute
permit allows a school or district to employ a person who
does not hold a valid Michigan teaching certificate on a dayto-day basis when the regular teacher is temporarily absent.
This permit is not valid for long-term teaching assignments.
The substitute teacher must have completed 90 credit hours
of study at an accredited college or university.
Percent of teachers who graduated from a competitive
undergraduate college. This variable is referred to as
"Competitive College Grad (%)." For those teachers who
graduated from a Michigan institution of higher education,
the state register of personnel identifies their alma mater.
For graduates of out-of-state institutions, only the state is
reported. In this study, each Michigan graduate's college was
ranked with regard to competitiveness using "Barron's Profile
of American Colleges" (Barron's Educational Series, Inc. n.d.).10
Institutions with a ranking between 1 and 5 were classified
as most competitive, while schools ranked 6 through 9 were
classified as least competitive.
Percent of teachers with an academic major or minor in
their subject teaching assignment. "Teaching Subject Area
(%)" represents the percent of teachers in each school with a
major or minor in their subject teaching assignment.
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Percent of inexperienced teachers. "Inexperienced Teacher
(%)"is the percent of teachers in each school with fewer than
three years of teaching experience.11
Percent of separated teachers. "Teacher Turnover (%)" is the
percent of teachers who left a school during the 2005-2006
school year.12 This variable is intended to capture school
working conditions, climate, and stability.
This study also included measures of student poverty and
school resources, as described below.
Student poverty. "Student Poverty (%)" is the percent of
students eligible for free or reduced-price meals under the
federal National School Lunch Program. The data source was
the U.S. Department of Agriculture.
School district wealth. "District Wealth" is defined as perpupil residential assessed valuation. In Michigan, it is referred
to as state equalized valuation of homestead property. Note
that this variable applies only to traditional public schools
in the study as charter schools in Michigan do not have a
property tax base.13
Instructional Spending. This variable represents total
instructional spending per pupil.
Starting teacher salaries and salaries for teachers with a
master’s degree and ten or more years of experience were
obtained from district collective bargaining agreements and
individual charter schools. In the data analysis, these are
referred to as "Starting Teacher Salary" and "Advanced Teacher
Salary," respectively.
For student achievement, scores from the Michigan
Educational Assessment program in Michigan Department

of Education data files for the 2005-2006 school year were
used. At grades 4 and 7, individual pupil scores were available
in English language arts and mathematics. Individual pupil
scores were aggregated at both school and district levels
to provide the number and percent of pupils scoring at the
"proficient" level.14 In those schools that contained both
grades 4 and 7, the percent of pupils who scored “proficient”
in English language arts and mathematics at grades 4 and 7
were aggregated separately for each grade level.15 In the data
analysis, these variables are referred to as: ELA4 Proficient (%),
ELA7 Proficient (%), Math4 Proficient (%), and Math7 Proficient
(%).
Statistical Analysis
Descriptive statistics (minimum, maximum, mean, standard
deviation, coefficient of variation), Pearson correlation, and
tests of differences of means were used in the statistical
analysis. Specifically, descriptive statistics and tests of
differences of means were used to compare teacher quality
indicators in charter schools and traditional public schools
while the coefficient of variation was used to assess within
group variation. Pearson correlation was used to determine
to what extent teacher quality indicators were associated
with teacher effectiveness; and to what extent teacher sorting
took place across charter and traditional public schools. It
is important to note that correlation coefficients indicate
only whether two variables move in the same or opposite
directions and the degree of linear association. Hence,
causality cannot be determined.

Table 2 | Comparison of Means of Variables for Traditional Public and Charter Schools
Traditional Public
Variables
Instructional Spending (Per Pupil $)

Mean

Charter

N

Mean

N

Statistical
Significance

F

5,427

708

3,731

86

227.566

<0.001

Starting Teacher Salary ($)

38,575

712

35,807

73

71.600

<0.001

Advanced Teacher Salary ($)

74,669

708

69,726

23

14.286

<0.001

ELA4 Proficient (%)

74.86

531

53.53

73

102.352

<0.001

ELA7 Proficient (%)

65.43

208

56.35

56

8.767

0.003

Math4 Proficient (%)

78.73

531

59.22

73

80.323

<0.001

Math7 Proficient (%)

48.47

208

33.99

56

15.099

<0.001

8.92

691

13.75

79

17.717

<0.001

14.51

705

42.83

80

67.352

<0.001

Teacher Turnover (%)

4.84

705

12.08

80

256.396

<0.001

Student Poverty (%)

38.66

697

54.76

72

52.592

<0.001

9.58

707

22.86

80

60.227

<0.001

Certified Teachers (%)

65.67

699

56.69

80

27.132

<0.001

Substitute Teacher Permit (%)

10.40

704

47.22

70

650.844

<0.001

Competitive College Grad (%)
Inexperienced Teacher (%)

Teaching Subject Area (%)
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Table 3a | Percentage of Inexperienced Teachers in Traditional Public and Charter Schools by County
Minimum (%)
County

Traditional
Public

Maximum (%)
Traditional
Public

Charter

Average (%)
Traditional
Public

Charter

Charter

All

Macomb

0

16

61

95

22.66

59.44

24.08

Oakland

0

11

100

92

16.47

48.62

18.51

Wayne

0

0

100

100

9.93

39.82

14.27

Table 3b | Percentage of Inexperienced Teachers in Traditional Public and
Charter Schools by County and Detroit Metropolitan Region:
Standard Deviation
Traditional Public

Charter

All

Macomb

10.63

30.70

13.78

Oakland

13.52

24.31

16.38

Wayne

13.11

22.61

18.19

Metro Region

13.71

23.93

17.30

Table 4a | Percentage of Teachers Graduated from a Competitive College in Traditional Public and Charter Schools by County
Minimum (%)
County

Traditional
Public

Maximum (%)
Traditional
Public

Charter

Average (%)
Traditional
Public

Charter

Charter

All

Macomb

0

0

20

14

4.18

6.71

4.29

Oakland

0

2

52

54

11.42

16.23

11.73

Wayne

0

0

42

45

9.44

13.87

10.08

Findings I: Teacher Quality in Traditional Public and
Charter Schools
A comparison of mean values for teacher quality indicators
across traditional public and charter schools is found in Table
2. There were statistically significant differences in means
for all of the indicators at the .001 level. On average, charter
schools had much higher percentages of inexperienced
teachers (42.83%) than did traditional public schools (14.51%),
although a larger mean percentage of charter school teachers
(22.86%) were teaching in subject areas where they held an
undergraduate major or minor than were traditional public
school teachers (9.58%). Charter school teachers also were
more likely, on average, to have graduated from a competitive
college, 13.75%, as opposed to 8.92% of traditional public
school teachers. However, for certification, a higher mean
percentage of traditional public school teachers was statecertified (65.67%) than charter school teachers (56.69%). In
addition, the mean percentage of teachers with substitute
teacher permits was dramatically higher in charter schools
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(47.22%) than in traditional public schools (10.40%); and
the mean percentage of teacher turnover in charter schools
(12.08%) was higher compared with traditional public schools
(8.92%).
Because the regional means may mask important county
level differences, mean values for teacher quality indicators
were analyzed in a more disaggregated format.16 On average,
charter schools in all three counties relied more heavily on
inexperienced teachers than did traditional public schools.
(See Tables 3a and 3b.) Charter schools in Macomb county
had the highest average at 59.44% followed by Oakland
county at 48.62% and Wayne county at 39.82%. Traditional
public schools had much lower percentages: 9.93% in Wayne
County, 16.47% in Oakland county, and 22.66% in Macomb
county.
Charter school teachers in all three counties were somewhat
more likely than their traditional public school counterparts to
have graduated from a competitive college. (See Tables 4a and
4b.) On average, the percent of charter school teachers who
Vol. 42, No. 2, Spring 2015
28

Thompson: Educational Considerations, vol. 42(2) Full Issue

Table 4b | Percentage of Teachers Graduated from a Competitive College in
Traditional Public and Charter Schools by County and Detroit
Metropolitan Region: Standard Deviation
Traditional Public

Charter

All

Macomb

4.53

5.43

4.58

Oakland

10.35

15.04

10.73

Wayne

9.45

11.05

9.81

Metro Region

9.31

11.63

9.67

Table 5a | Percentage of Teachers with a Major or Minor in Subject in Traditional Public and Charter Schools by County
Minimum (%)
County

Traditional
Public

Maximum (%)
Traditional
Public

Charter

Average (%)
Traditional
Public

Charter

Charter

All

Macomb

0

5

17

50

3.03

21.57

3.03

Oakland

0

4

56

62

7.48

25.03

7.48

Wayne

0

0

100

80

13.58

22.48

13.58

Table 5b | Percentage of Teachers in with a Major or Minor in Subject Area
in Traditional Public and Charter Schools by County and Detroit
Metropolitan Region: Standard Deviation
Traditional Public

Charter

All

Macomb

3.80

18.09

6.10

Oakland

8.92

14.21

10.24

Wayne

18.26

15.23

18.11

Metro Region

14.50

15.11

15.09

Table 6a | Teacher Turnover: Percentage of Teachers Leaving Traditional Public and Charter Schools by County 2005-2006
Minimum (%)
County

Traditional
Public

Maximum (%)
Traditional
Public

Charter

Average (%)
Traditional
Public

Charter

Charter

All

Macomb

0

0

19

19

4.45

6.58

4.54

Oakland

0

0

50

26

4.02

14.00

4.65

Wayne

0

0

100

80

5.49

12.18

6.46
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Table 6b | Teacher Turnover: Percentage of Teachers Leaving Traditional
Public and Charter Schools by County and Detroit Metropolitan
Region 2005-2006: Standard Deviation
Traditional Public

Charter

All

Macomb

4.40

7.99

4.57

Oakland

5.11

7.52

5.81

Wayne

8.16

13.34

9.38

Metro Region

6.73

12.22

7.77

Table 7a | Percentage of Teachers Holding a Permanent or Professional License in Traditional Public and Charter Schools by County
Minimum (%)
County

Traditional
Public

Maximum (%)
Traditional
Public

Charter

Average (%)
Traditional
Public

Charter

Charter

All

Macomb

0

40

100

89

69.58

58.95

69.16

Oakland

33

40

100

77

66.19

60.64

65.84

Wayne

0

0

100

93

63.74

55.54

62.55

Table 7b | Percentage of Teachers Holding a Permanent or Professional
License in Traditional Public and Charter Schools by County and
Detroit Metropolitan Region: Standard Deviation
Traditional Public

Charter

All

Macomb

14.49

19.49

14.79

Oakland

12.41

13.60

12.53

Wayne

14.65

18.32

15.48

Metro Region

14.16

17.59

14.79

graduated from a competitive college ranged from 6.71% to
16.23% by county compared to 4.18% to 11.42% of traditional
public school teachers. However, there were substantially
larger differences with regard to holding an academic major
or minor in one's teaching area. (See Tables 5a and 5b.) On
average, the percent for charter school teachers ranged from
21.57% in Macomb county to 25.03% in Oakland county.
In contrast, mean percentages for traditional public school
teachers ranged from 3.03% in Macomb county to 13.58% in
Wayne county.
For teacher turnover, the mean percentage for charter
schools was higher overall, ranging from 6.58% in Macomb
county to 14% in Oakland county. (See Tables 6a and 6b.) The
mean percentage of teacher turnover for traditional public
schools was lower and varied little, from 4.02% in Oakland
county to 5.49% in Wayne county. In addition, traditional
public school teachers had uniformly higher mean rates
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of certification, from 63.74% in Wayne county to 69.58% in
Macomb county. (See Tables 7a and 7b.) For charter school
teachers, mean percentages ranged from 55.54% in Wayne
county to 60.64% in Oakland county. Third, charter schools
relied much more heavily on teachers with substitute permits.
(See Tables 8a and 8b.) The mean percentages were four to
five times those for teachers in traditional public schools,
which ranged from 8.90% to 13.38% .
In sum, charter schools differed significantly from traditional
public schools on all six teacher quality measures. Overall,
the charter school teacher workforce was more likely to be
noncertified, inexperienced, and to hold a substitute permit.
Although charter school teachers were more likely to be
graduates of a competitive college and to hold a major or
minor in their teaching subject matter area, they left teaching
at a higher rate than traditional public school teachers.
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Table 8a | Percentage of Teachers with Substitute Permits in Traditional Public and Charter Schools by County
Minimum (%)
County

Traditional
Public

Maximum (%)
Traditional
Public

Charter

Average (%)
Traditional
Public

Charter

Charter

All

Macomb

0

28

83

42

13.38

52.21

10.75

Oakland

0

21

87

71

10.84

45.25

12.68

Wayne

0

0

100

100

8.90

47.34

18.54

Table 8b | Percentage of Teachers with Substitute Permits in Traditional
Public and Charter Schools by County and Detroit Metropolitan
Region: Standard Deviation
Traditional Public
8.79

28.14

10.75

Oakland

9.52

19.34

12.68

Wayne

9.42

26.22

18.54

Metro Region

9.47

25.04

15.76

Findings III: Teacher Quality and Teacher Effectiveness
Pearson correlation coefficients were used to estimate
the association of teacher quality indicators with teacher
effectiveness for traditional public and charter schools.
(See Tables 10 and 11.) Teacher effectiveness was defined
as the percent of fourth and seventh graders scoring at the
proficient level on state exams in English language arts and
mathematics.
For traditional public schools, the association between
the percent of certified teachers and teacher effectiveness
was positive and statistically significant. Coefficients ranged
from small (r = .091) to moderate (r = .222). For charter
schools, there were stronger positive statistically significant
associations, from 0.302 to 0.400.
The association of the percent of teachers in traditional
public schools who graduated from a competitive college
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All

Macomb

Findings II: Variability in Teacher Quality within
Traditional Public and Charter Schools
To gauge the degree of variability within both groups
of schools with respect to teacher quality indicators, the
coefficient of variation was calculated for traditional public
and charter schools in each county and the region as a whole.
(See Table 9.) The findings reveal substantial variability within
both groups in each county and the region, but with generally
higher values for traditional public schools, as expected,
for this much larger group. The exception is percentage
of certified teachers, where the coefficient of variation is
higher for charter schools than traditional public schools in
every county, reflecting the uniformly higher percentages of
traditional public school teachers holding certification.

Educational Considerations

Charter

with teacher effectiveness was positive and statistically
significant, with coefficients ranging from small (r = 0.170)
to moderate (r = 0.333). For charter schools, there was no
statistically significant association.
For traditional public schools, there were moderate negative
statistically significant coefficients for the association of the
percent of teachers holding a major or minor in their subject
area and teacher effectiveness, ranging from -0.266 to -0.435.
For charter schools, the coefficients were negative and
statistically significant for fourth and seventh grade English
language arts proficiency, -0.402 and -0.395 respectively,
while coefficients for fourth and seventh grades mathematics
proficiency were not statistically significant.
The correlation between teacher turnover and teacher
effectiveness was negative and statistically significant for
traditional public schools. Coefficients ranged from -0.146
to -0.303, with larger, negative coefficients associated with
mathematics proficiency. For charter schools, there was no
statistically significant relationship.
The association between the percent of inexperienced
teachers and teacher effectiveness was positive and
statistically significant, with small to moderate coefficients,
from 0.176 to 0.268, for traditional public schools. For charter
schools, results were mixed. In contrast to the results for
traditional public schools, the association between the
percent of inexperienced teachers and teaching effectiveness
for charter schools was negative and statistically significant for
three of the four measures of teacher effectiveness, ranging
from -0.282 to -0.364. The coefficient for seventh grade
mathematics proficiency was not statistically significant.
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Table 9 | Coefficients of Variation in Teacher Quality Measures for Traditional Public and Charter Schools by County and Detroit
Metropolitan Region
Macomb County
Teacher Quality Measure

Traditional
Public

Oakland County

Charter

Traditional
Public

Wayne County

Charter

Traditional
Public

Metropolitan Region

Charter

Traditional
Public

Charter

New Teacher (%)

.469

.517

.821

.500

1.320

.568

.945

.559

Substitute Teacher Permit (%)

.657

.539

.878

.427

1.058

.554

.911

.530

Teacher Turnover (%)

.989

1.214

1.271

.537

1.486

1.095

1.391

1.012

Teacher Certification (%)

.208

.331

.188

.224

.230

.330

.216

.310

Competitive College Grad (%)

1.084

.809

.906

.927

1.001

.797

1.044

.846

Teaching Subject Area (%)

1.254

.839

1.193

.568

1.345

.678

1.514

.661

For traditional public schools, there was a statistically
significant negative coefficient for the percent of substitute
teachers and teacher effectiveness in seventh grade English
Language arts (r = -0.143) and fourth grade mathematics
(-0.110). There was no statistically significant relationship
with regard to proficiency in fourth grade English language
arts and seventh grade mathematics. For charter schools, the
percent of substitute teachers was related to only to fourth
grade English language arts proficiency, with a negative
statistically significant coefficient of -0.367.
Overall, the statistical analysis in this section presents a
study in contrasts. In few cases were teacher quality indicators
consistently associated with teacher effectiveness, with the
exception of the percentage of certified teachers. For both
traditional public and charter schools, there were positive
statistically significant coefficients on all four measures of
student proficiency. Also, for traditional public schools, the
percentage of teachers who graduated from competitive
colleges was positively associated with teacher effectiveness.
For the remaining teacher quality indicators and associated
lack of school-level value-added estimates of teacher
effectiveness, results were mixed or did not rise to statistical
significance. These ambiguous results may be, at least in part,
an artifact of the use of a single year of data and associated
lack of school-level, value-added estimates of teacher
effectiveness.
Findings IV: Teacher Sorting
As noted earlier, the study's hypothesis related to teaching
sorting posited that more highly qualified teachers would
be attracted to schools and districts with greater resources
and higher achieving students. Such schools and districts
are generally found in more affluent communities which
can afford to spend more per pupil and pay higher teacher
salaries. In public school districts, property wealth per pupil
is an important indicator of wealth. Since charter schools in
Michigan do not have a property tax base, the analysis then
moves to instructional expenditures and teacher salaries.
This section looks first to descriptive statistics and testing of
means, then to correlation coefficients.
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There were statistically significant differences in means
for traditional public and charter schools for instructional
expenditure per pupil, teacher salaries, and student poverty.
(See Table 2.) The mean instructional expenditure for
traditional public schools was $5,427 per pupil compared
to $3,731 for charter schools, a difference of 45.5%. Mean
teacher salaries were also higher in traditional public schools.
For a starting teacher in a traditional public school, the mean
salary was $38,575 in contrast to $35,807 in a charter school, a
difference of 7.7%. At the advanced level, the gap was similar
at 7.1%. Here, teachers with ten years of experience and an
advanced degree earned, on average, $74,669 in traditional
public schools compared to $69,762 in charter schools. Finally,
the mean level of student poverty was substantially higher
in charter schools at 54.76% in comparison to traditional
public schools where it was 38.66%. Hence, there were stark
differences between traditional public and charter schools
with regard to mean instructional expenditures, teacher
salaries, and student poverty.
There were statistically significant differences in mean
student achievement scores across traditional public and
charter schools as well. On all four measures of student
achievement, the mean percent of students scoring at the
proficient level was higher in regular public schools. Some
gaps were substantial. For example, there was s 21.33%
difference in mean proficiency levels between regular public
and charter school students for fourth grade English language
arts.
In sum, the descriptive statistics described in the previous
two paragraphs would seem to indicate that highly qualified
teachers sort themselves giving preference to traditional
public schools in the Detroit metropolitan region. Results
from the correlation matrices for traditional public and charter
schools further test this hypothesis. Operationally, statistically
significant correlation coefficients with the appropriate sign
would indicate that sorting may be taking place.
School district property wealth per pupil applies only to
traditional public schools because Michigan charter schools
do not have a property base. The coefficients relating district
Vol. 42, No. 2, Spring 2015
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Table 10 | Pearson Correlation Matrix for Traditional Public Schools in the Detroit Metropolitan Region
1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

11

12

13

1

Instructional Spending

2

Property Wealth

0.107

3

Beginning Teacher Salary

0.229

0.027

4

Advanced Teacher Salary

0.234

0.282

0.621

5

ELA4 Proficient (%)

-0.011

0.599

-0.007

0.228

6 ELA7 Proficient (%)

-0.076

0.705

0.009

0.329

0.705

7 Math4 Proficient (%)

-0.066

0.655

-0.068

0.253

0.84

0.676

8

Math7 Proficient (%)

-0.062

0.809

-0.034

0.376

0.581

0.915

0.686

9

Teaching Subject Area (%)

0.144

-0.299

0.083

-0.135

-0.328

-0.266

-0.435

-0.369

10 Competitive College Grad (%)

-0.027

0.207

-0.201

-0.092*

0.170

0.280

0.230

0.333

-0.020

11 Inexperienced Teacher (%)

-0.157

0.212

-0.012

0.082*

0.176

0.212

0.239

0.268

0.093

0.160

12 Teacher Turnover (%)

0.118

-0.194

0.079*

-0.023

-0.146

-0.247

-0.189

-0.303

0.386

-0.024

-0.127

13 Student Poverty (%)

0.089*

-0.796

-0.005

-0.319

-0.690

-0.822

-0.755

-0.907

0.398

-0.190

-0.279

0.252

14 Teacher Certification (%)

-0.022

0.148

-0.05

0.005

0.091*

0.214

0.136

0.222

0.068

0.089*

0.177

0.012

-0.124

15 Substitute Teacher Permit (%)

-0.031

0.018

0.004

0.043

0.042

-0.143*

0.110*

-0.132

-0.084*

0.072

0.458

-0.059

-0.063

14

-0.229

Note: Coefficients in boldface are statistically significant at the .01 level. Coefficients with an asterisk (*) are statistically significant at the .05 level.

Table 11 | Pearson Correlation Matrix for Charter Schools in the Detroit Metropolitan Region
1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

11

12

13

1 Instructional Spending
2 Beginning Teacher Salary

0.019

3 Advanced Teacher Salary

0.019

1.000

4 ELA4 Proficient (%)

-0.029

0.178

0.178

5 ELA7 Proficient (%)

0.127

-0.386

-0.386

0.572

6 Math4 Proficient (%)

0.024

0.007

0.007

0.833

0.670

7 Math7 Proficient (%)

0.051

-0.025

-0.025

0.619

0.771

0.774

8 Teaching Subject Area (%)

-0.142

-0.108

-0.108

-0.402

-0.274

-0.395

-0.233

9 Competitive College Grad (%)

-0.050

-0.331

-0.331

-0.052

-0.074

-0.022

0.014

0.471

-0.244*

0.195

0.195

-0.302*

-0.282*

-0.364

-0.160

0.703

0.425

11 Teacher Turnover (%)

-0.013

-0.424

-0.424

0.015

0.006

-0.008

-0.035

-0.329

-0.309

-0.364

12 Student Poverty (%)

0.042

-0.421

-0.421

-0.524

-0.397

-0.553

-0.497

0.080

-0.015

0.116

-0.024

-0.262*

-0.053

-0.053

0.328

0.302*

0.373

0.400

.231*

0.156

0.206

0.069

-0.491

0.085

0.145

0.145

-0.367

-0.157

-0.193

0.061

.290*

0.377

0.396

-0.273*

0.287*

10 Inexperienced Teacher (%)

13 Teacher Certification (%)
14 Substitute Teacher Permit (%)

-0.132

Note: Coefficients in boldface are statistically significant at the .01 level. Coefficients with an asterisk (*) are statistically significant at the .05 level.

Educational Considerations
Published by New Prairie Press, 2017

29
33

Educational Considerations, Vol. 42, No. 2 [2015], Art. 7
property wealth to teacher quality indicators supported, in
part, the hypothesis that highly qualified teachers would
sort themselves by choosing higher property wealth over
lower property wealth districts. Schools in property wealthy
districts were positively associated with higher proportions of
certified teachers (r = .148) and teachers who graduated from
competitive colleges (r =.207). They also were associated with
lower rates of teacher turnover (r = -.194). At the same time,
schools in property wealthy districts had higher proportions
of new teachers (r = .212) and lower percentages of teachers
holding a major or minor in their subject area assignment (r =
-.299), possibly reflecting enrollment growth and associated
new teacher hires, or hires in hard to fill positions, such as
mathematics, sciences, and special education. Finally, the
relationship between use of substitute teachers and district
property wealth was not statistically significantly.
Instructional expenditure per pupil represents an important
school resource because it allows those schools with higher
levels to purchase a high quality teacher workforce. However,
the correlation matrices indicate that there was potential
teacher sorting only for the teaching quality indicator of
having an academic major or minor in one's teaching subject
that favored traditional public schools over charter schools
(r = 0.144). The same was also true for teacher sorting related
to beginning teacher salaries (r = 0.083). However, there was
no evidence of teacher sorting related to advanced teacher
salaries.
Finally, teacher sorting and student achievement were
examined. The correlation matrices indicate that there
was potential teacher sorting only for the teaching quality
indicator of having graduated from a competitive college.
These teaching candidates favored traditional public schools
over charter schools across all four student achievement
measures, with statistically significant positive coefficients
ranging from 0.170 to 0.333.
Summary, Conclusions, and Recommendations for
Future Research
The purposes of this study were to determine if regular
public and charter school teachers in the Detroit metropolitan
region differed in indicators of teacher quality, to assess
variability in teacher quality indicators, and to explore
whether teacher sorting was taking place. Data for the 20052006 school year were used. Michigan is an important state in
which to study these issues given its early adoption of charter
schools dating back to 1993 and their strong presence in the
Detroit metropolitan region.
The study drew upon a conceptual framework with
research-based definitions of teacher quality and teacher
effectiveness where teacher quality is comprised of inputs
and processes which in turn are related to outcomes, defined
as student achievement. To assess teacher effectiveness,
student test scores on fourth and seventh grade English
language arts and mathematics were analyzed as to whether
they met state-defined proficiency levels. Some researchers
as well as policymakers consider student achievement scores
themselves indicators of teacher quality.
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A comparison of mean values of teacher quality indicators
across traditional public and charter schools found statistically
significant differences for all. On average, charter schools had
much higher percentages of inexperienced teachers although
a larger mean percentage of charter school teachers were
teaching in subject areas where they held an undergraduate
major or minor. Charter school teachers also were more
likely, on average, to have graduated from a competitive
college. However, for certification, a higher mean percentage
of traditional public school teachers were state-certified. In
addition, the mean percentage of teachers with substitute
teacher permits was dramatically higher in charter schools as
was teacher turnover. Even when the analysis disaggregated
schools by county, these differences held. At the same time,
further analysis indicated that there was substantial withingroup variation for traditional public and charter schools in
the study, making a definitive portrait impossible.
To estimate the association of teacher quality indicators
with teacher effectiveness across traditional public and
charter schools, Pearson correlation was used. In few cases
were teacher quality indicators consistently associated with
teacher effectiveness, with the exception of the percentage
of certified teachers. For both traditional public and charter
school teachers, there were positive statistically significant
coefficients on all four measures of student proficiency. Also,
for traditional public schools, the percentage of teachers
who graduated from competitive colleges was positively
associated with teacher effectiveness. For the remaining
teacher quality indicators, the results were mixed or did not
rise to statistical significance.
As an alternative hypothesis, the study proposed that
highly qualified teachers would be attracted to schools and
districts with greater resources and higher achieving students.
Although analysis of descriptive statistics seemed to indicate
that highly qualified teachers might be sorting themselves
giving preference to traditional public schools, results from
the correlation matrices were more ambiguous. Results
relating school district property wealth to teacher quality
indicators supported, in part, the hypothesis that highly
qualified teachers would sort themselves by choosing higher
property wealth over lower property wealth school districts.
Broader measures of resources encompassing both traditional
public and charter schools, such as instructional expenditures
and teacher salaries, yielded little in the way of teacher
sorting. There did seem to be some sorting related to higher
beginning teacher salaries that favored traditional public
schools. Results for teacher sorting and student achievement
were also inconclusive in that there was potential teacher
sorting only for the teaching quality indicator of having
graduated from a competitive college. These teaching
candidates favored traditional public schools over charter
schools across all four student proficiency measures.
Although this study was grounded in a research-based
conceptual framework and used the population of traditional
public and charter school teachers from the tricounty Detroit
metropolitan region, the ambiguous results results may
be, at least in part, an artifact of the use of a single year of
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data. Second, while descriptive statistics, tests of means, and
correlation are important starting points for analysis, future
research may benefit from multivariate statistical analysis
and causal modeling, using longitudinal data. Still, this study
provides an important first glimpse into traditional public and
charter schools in a major metropolitan area in a state that
has enthusiastically embraced charter schools with minimal
regulation or oversight. Broad brush stroke statistics paint
a picture that should raise concerns with policymakers and
spur further research in the areas of teacher quality, teacher
effectiveness, student achievement, fiscal resources, and
teacher sorting.
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Endnotes
1
In their research, Rivkin, Hanushek, and Kain (2005) found
teacher quality to be associated with as much as seven
percent of the variance in student achievement gains.
Lankford, Loeb, and Wyckoff (2002) and Jacob (2007)
asserted that the issue of teacher quality is particularly
acute in urban districts, where poverty is high, achievement
and graduation rates are low, and schools struggle to recruit
and retain classroom teachers.
2
The U.S. Department of Education provides a basic,
generally accepted definition of charter schools as "public
schools that operate with freedom from many of the
local and state regulations that apply to traditional public
schools." See, “U.S. Department of Education, "Charter
Schools," http://www2.ed.gov/parents/schools/choice/
definitions.html#cs.
3
Ballou and Podgursky (1995) provided a summary of
the literature that addresses the relationship between
the strength of academic background and teacher
effectiveness. Their analysis of teacher quality employed
college selectivity, academic major, undergraduate GPA, and
SAT scores as indicators of quality.
4
Traditional state teacher certification has been used as a
proxy for teacher quality (Betts, Rueben, and Danenberg
2000; Goldhaber and Brewer 2000; Darling-Hammond 2000;
Goldhaber 2006; Boyd, Langford, and Wycoff 2007), but
the research evidence is mixed. Some studies have claimed
that teachers lacking state certification/licensure are no
better or worse in practice than state-certified teachers
(Abell Foundation 2001) while others have found that
state certification is an important step in ensuring teacher
quality (Darling-Hammond 2002). Wayne and Youngs (2003)
found that certification in a particular subject area may
result in more effective teaching, but their methods and
results have been criticized (Freedman 2002; Imai 2002).
On the other hand, Goldhaber and Anthony (2007) found
that North Carolina teachers who earned certification from
the National Board for Professional Teaching Standards
were more effective at raising elementary school student
achievement than non-board-certified teachers. They also
noted that the statistical significance and magnitude of
the National Board for Professional Teaching Standards
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7

8

9

10

11

12

advantage varied by grade level and student type. The
advantage was greatest with low-income students in earlier
grades.
Some studies have correlated teacher test scores on basic
skills and college entrance exams with student scores on
standardized tests and found that high-scoring teachers
were more likely to show significant gains in student
achievement than their lower-scoring peers (Ferguson
1998; Ferguson and Ladd 1996; Strauss and Sawyer 1986).
Studies with richer detail on teachers, such as the quality of
teachers’ undergraduate institution, have found effects on
student outcomes (Ehrenberg and Brewer 1994; Ferguson
and Ladd 1996).
Teachers’ experience levels have also been found to be
positively related to student outcomes (Betts, Rueben,
and Danenberg 2000; Rivkin, Hanushek, and Kain 2005).
Teachers with less teaching experience produced smaller
learning gains in their students than those with more
experience (Fetler 1999; Murnane and Phillips 1981). The
benefits of experience, however, appeared to level off after
the first three to five years of teaching.
It should be noted that this region represents approximately
20% of Michigan’s classroom teachers.
The provisional certificate is Michigan’s initial teaching
certificate, issued following the successful completion of
an approved elementary or secondary teacher preparation
program, including student teaching. It is issued after the
candidate has passed all components of the Michigan
test for teacher certification, including a basic skills
test in reading, writing, and mathematics; subject area
examinations for prospective secondary level teachers; and
an elementary examination for prospective elementary
grade teachers.
The professional certificate is Michigan’s advanced teaching
certificate. It requires completion of 18 semester hours of
study following provisional certification, along with three
years of successful teaching experience. This certificate
is valid for up to five years and renewable through
the completion of continuing education credits. The
professional certificate, created by 1988 legislation, replaced
the permanent, 30-hour continuing and 18-hour continuing
certificate as Michigan’s advanced teacher credentials.
However, many current teachers in Michigan still hold these
credentials, which may be renewed.
Per Hess (2012), "Barron's Profile of American Colleges"
uses four criteria to rank competitiveness: high school class
rank, high school grades, standardized test scores, and an
institution's selectivity rate.
See, for example, Rivkin, Hanushek and Kain (2005); and
Betts, Rueben, and Danenberg (2000) who found lack of
experience to be associated with ineffective teaching.
The register of education personnel utilizes 19 different
codes for reporting personnel separations. In 2005-2006,
the most frequently reported codes were for retirements,
departures for other education jobs, layoffs, and departures
from the education profession.
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13

14

15

16

It was also used as a means to identify charter schools, for
which this measure is zero, since Michigan charter schools
have no local property tax base.
Pupils who score at levels 1 or 2 on the state assessment are
considered “proficient” in the subject tested.
In those schools that contained only a grade 4 or a grade 7,
the same two measures were used, but included only those
pupils in either grade 4 or grade 7.
Numbers of traditional public and charter schools by county
and for the metropolitan region for Tables 3a to 8a are
found in the Appendix.
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Appendix
Numbers of Schools for Tables 3a through 8a
Table A-1
Counties and
Metropolitan
Region

Table A-4
Number of Schools
Traditional
Public

Charter

Counties and
Metropolitan
Region

All

Number of Schools
Traditional
Public

Charter

All

Macomb

149

6

155

Macomb

149

6

155

Oakland

206

14

220

Oakland

206

14

220

Wayne

354

60

414

Wayne

354

60

414

Metro Region

709

80

789

Metro Region

709

80

789

Note: Corresponds to Table 3a.

Note: Corresponds to Table 6a.

Table A-2

Table A-5

Counties and
Metropolitan
Region

Number of Schools
Traditional
Public

Charter

Counties and
Metropolitan
Region

All

Number of Schools
Traditional
Public

Charter

All

Macomb

145

6

151

Macomb

146

6

152

Oakland

204

14

218

Oakland

204

14

218

Wayne

345

59

404

Wayne

352

60

412

Metro Region

694

79

773

Metro Region

702

80

782

Note: Corresponds to Table 4a.

Note: Corresponds to Table 7a.

Table A-3

Table A-6

Counties and
Metropolitan
Region

Number of Schools
Traditional
Public

Charter

Counties and
Metropolitan
Region

All

Number of Schools
Traditional
Public

Charter

All

Macomb

150

6

156

Macomb

149

3

152

Oakland

207

14

221

Oakland

205

11

216

Wayne

354

60

414

Wayne

354

56

410

Metro Region

711

80

791

Metro Region

708

70

778

Note: Corresponds to Table 5a.
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Note: Corresponds to Table 8a.
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Introduction
Upward mobility is a prized aspect of the American dream
based upon the belief that those from humble origins can
climb the socioeconomic ladder through education and
hard work. Increasingly, postsecondary education is an
essential component of that dream. However, many students,
particularly those from low to moderate income families, find
it necessary to rely upon student loans, which include direct
loans from the U.S. Department of Education as well as those
from private lenders, to finance their studies.1 A growing
concern among policymakers is the increasing amount of
debt students incur to pay for their postsecondary education.
This article provides an overview of the implications
associated with the growing student loan debt burden for
borrowers, society, and the economy.
Background
Federally sponsored student loans are not a new
phenomena in the United States. In 1958, the U.S. Congress
passed the National Defense Education Act (NDEA)2 in
response to Russia’s launch of Sputnik. The NDEA focused
upon preparing teachers in science, mathematics, and
foreign languages by providing low interest loans and loan
forgiveness, if, after graduation, students pursued a teaching
career. Then, in 1965, the Higher Education Act created the
Guaranteed Student Loan Program.3,4
The Higher Education Act dramatically expanded federal
financial aid. Specifically, Title IV authorized need-based
student grants, which would later become known as
Pell grants, and the Guaranteed Student Loan Program,
consisting of subsidized and unsubsidized loans.5 The 1972
reauthorization of the Higher Education Act went further,
expanding the Stafford loan program to students attending
for-profit postsecondary institutions.6 Later, in 1978, Congress
passed and the President signed into law the Middle
Income Student Assistance Act.7 It removed needs-testing
for unsubsidized guaranteed student loans, again greatly
expanding access. In 1979, technical amendments to the
Higher Education Act increased aggregate loans amounts and
allowed students without a high school diploma to be eligible
for student loans.8
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As a result of decades of expanding access to student loans
along with the increasing cost of college and the failure of
federal grants to keep pace with such costs, the percentages
of students with student loans has increased dramatically.9
Figure 1 provides a comparison of the percentage of fulltime students in public, private nonprofit, and for-profit
postsecondary institutions receiving federal student loans
between 1993 and 2008.10 In 1993, approximately one-quarter
of full-time students in public postsecondary institutions
took out student loans. By 2008, this percentage had risen
to 41%. For full-time students attending private nonprofit
postsecondary institutions, approximately 44% had student
loans in 1993. This percentage rose to nearly 61% in 2008,
a slight decrease from 2004. Most startling, however, was
the increase in the percentage of students with federal
student loans in for-profit postsecondary institutions. Even
in 1993, over half of students (52.4%) attending for-profit
postsecondary institutions financed at least a portion of their
education with student loans; and, by 2008 approximately
89% did so. The rate of increase for for-profit institutions over
this time period was more than double that of public and
private nonprofit institutions.
Figure 2 provides a comparison of average amount per
student of federal loan by type of institution attended
between 1993 and 2008. In 1993, the average federal loan
for a full-time student attending a public postsecondary
institution was $3,270. By 2008, it had almost doubled to
$6,450. With regard to the average federal loan for students

at private nonprofit postsecondary institutions, the scenario
was similar. In 1993, the average loan amount per student
was $4,190, rising to $8,220 in 2008. Nonetheless, on average,
students attending public institutions borrowed significantly
less than their counterparts at private nonprofit colleges and
universities. In 1993, full-time students attending for-profit
institutions borrowed on average $4,680, the highest amount
across the three types of institutions. However, the average
loan amount per student rose less over time. By 2008, it was
$7,230. This amount was approximately $800 higher than the
average amount borrowed by students at public institutions,
and it was almost $1,000 per student more than the amount
for private nonprofit schools.
Student Loan Debt Concerns
Policymaker concern about levels of student debt is not
new.11 As early as the mid-1980s, federal lawmakers expressed
concern about the growth in student loans and the change in
the ratio of grants to loans, in the sense that the proportion
of grants was diminishing while that of student loans was
increasing. More recently, a major concern about student
debt revolves around borrowers’ ability to repay. Specifically,
higher levels of student loan debt reported in the previous
section have translated into a lower percentage of borrowers
in repayment one year post-graduation, from 65% and 66%
of 1994 and 2001 graduates, respectively, to 60% of 2009
graduates.12

Figure 1 | Percentage of Full-Time Students in Public, Private Nonprofit, and For-Profit Postsecondary Institutions
Receiving Federal Student Loans: Selected Years 1993-2008
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Source: U.S. Department of Education, Digest of Education Statistics, 2011, Table 358. Washington, DC: National Center for Education Statistics,
Institute of Educational Statistics, 2012.
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Figure 2 | Average Annual Federal Loan Amount per Full-Time Students in Public, Private Nonprofit, and For-Profit
Postsecondary Institutions: Selected Years 1993-2008
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Source: U.S. Department of Education, Digest of Education Statistics, 2011. Table 359. Washington, DC: National Center for Education Statistics,
Institute of Educational Statistics, 2012.
Note: Amounts are in unadjusted dollars.

The most serious issue related to student loan debt is
default, defined as failure of a student borrower to make a
payment for 270 or more days.13 Here, too, concerns about
default rates are not new.14 Between 1987 and 2011, default
rates fluctuated between a high of 22.4% in 1990 to a low
of 4.5% in 2003. However, since 2005, default rates have
risen steadily to the 2011 rate of 10.0%.15 Recently, the U.S.
Department of Education moved from a two-year calculation
of default rate to one that spans three years. Using this
approach, default rates would be significantly higher: 13.4%
and 14.7% for 2009 and 2010, respectively, rather than the
two-year approach to calculation which yields a rate 8.8% and
9.1%, respectively.16
Implications for Borrowers, Society, and the Economy
In addition to the potentially negative implications of debt
levels for students, it is also important to consider the broader
implications for society and the economy. First, the level of
student loan debt may affect individuals' career choices, for
example, by leading them away from public service careers
to more lucrative employment in the private sector.17 Such
choices have profound implications for filling positions in
education, public administration, and social welfare. Second,
the magnitude of individual borrowers’ student loan debt
burden may affect their consumer decisions. Faced with a
large monthly student loan payment for a decade, newly
employed college graduates may delay major purchases, such
as a car or home, not to mention even basic purchases to set
up a household after graduation. In 2011, the interest rate for
Stafford loans was 6.8%. With a normal ten year repayment
schedule, a $30,000 student loan would require a yearly
Educational Considerations
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repayment of $4,140, or $345 per month, a significant amount
for many new graduates. College graduates in this position
might decide to postpone marriage or starting a family.18
Reduced consumer spending affects the U.S. economy at
all levels–local, state, and national. Finally, filing bankruptcy
to discharge student loans is difficult except in those cases
where failure to do so would amount to "undue hardship" as
defined in law.19 As such, the notion of a “fresh start” that a
bankruptcy would normally allow is rarely available to student
borrowers regardless of their debt burden.
Conclusions and Policy Implications
There are obviously a large number of policy issues that
revolve around student loans. This policy perspectives article
has focused on the growing burden of student loan debt
on borrowers, society, and the economy. That is not to say
that other policy issues, such as those related to for-profit
postsecondary institutions, are unimportant.20 The same can
said for affordability and equity of access to postsecondary
education.21 A third, and related issue, is diminished state
aid to public universities and colleges which has created a
vicious circle as these institutions often react to state funding
cuts by raising tuition, hence pricing out more students.22
Importantly, student loan debt burden is interwoven with
the other policy issues outlined above. The need for policy
solutions at both the federal and state levels is urgent in order
to ensure opportunities for upward mobility and maintenance
of a robust economy.
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Introduction
With the advent and growth of elementary and secondary
online education in the United States,1 teaching and learning
has undergone radical change with heretofore unimagined
alternatives to traditional brick-and-mortar classrooms. Online
education is here to stay. According to a 2013 survey by
Blackboard:2
• 43% of administrators state that their school districts
offer a variety of online courses to meet diverse
student needs.
• 60% of "flipped learning"3 teachers believe online
learning motivates students more.
• 89% of parents want their child in a class where
mobile devices are used.4
Although pinning down the growth of K-12 online
education is challenging because of the use of multiple
measures and the limitations of comparability of data across
states, Christenson, Horn, and Johnson concluded from their
review of the literature that the expansion of online learning
is an integral part of elementary and secondary education
growth.5 In a look to the future, KnowledgeWorks6 forecasts
“the proliferation of neuro-enhancement tools and networks”7
and asserts “learning will be customized, connected,
amplified, authentic, relevant, and resilient.”8
Law and policy in some states has lagged behind the
emergence of online K-12 education. To that end, the
purpose of this article is to provide a snapshot of current
state regulatory frameworks related to elementary and
secondary online education. The article is divided into the
following sections: background information about K-12
online education; state statutory review of K-12 online
education policy; curriculum matters; academic integrity
in an online education environment; and teaching in K-12
online education. The final section presents conclusions and
recommendations for future research.
Background
As a reference point, distance education is much older
than the Internet-based online education seen today.9
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Correspondence, television, and other outreach methods
for formal learning have been a part of the K-12 educational
landscape for decades. The creation of the World Wide Web,
commonly referred to as the "Web," has the potential to
dramatically broaden students access to classes, often in a
cost-effective manner.10 Internet-based online education also
differs from earlier learning technologies because students
have the ability to network and communicate virtually.
The International Association for K-12 Online Learning
(iNACOL) estimates that 1.5 million students have taken
at least one elementary and secondary online course,11
while Ambient Insights, an online learning consulting firm,
estimates that over four million students have had at least
one virtual learning experience.12 These figures illustrate one
of the challenges in quantifying participation in K-12 online
education in a meaningful and consistent manner in that
there is no consensus on how best to measure participation.
A related example is projection of online course enrollments.
For example, iNACOL estimates a growth rate of 30% a year
to 15 million students, over a quarter of the K-12 student
population, by the year 2020.13
The growth of K-12 online education has not been without
controversy. First, despite a significant amount of research,14
research on the effectiveness of K-12 online education is
sparse.15 Second, although online education has been hailed
as "leveling the playing field" for students, Lin maintained
it was "failing to live up to its promise of providing greater
opportunity for all."16 In a Washington state study, he found
fewer minority, lower income, special education, and bilingual
students attended online schools. Further, some state
performance audits of K-12 online education have raised
concerns not only about academic outcomes, but also fiscal
management. In 2006, state auditors in Colorado found
that students in online schools, all of which received state
taxpayer funding, performed poorly on state exams and had
high repeater,17 attrition, and drop out rates.18 One online
public school even diverted state funding to private religious
instruction, a violation of the Colorado constitution.19, 20 In
both the Colorado state auditor's report and a successful court
case brought by the Wisconsin Education Association,21 failure
of online schools to employ licensed teachers in violation of
state law was brought to the fore. Third, concerns about forprofit providers of public K-12 online education have arisen.
In Arizona, publicity related to K12 Inc.'s22 outsourcing of essay
grading and math tutoring to India for students attending
its state-funded online school, the Arizona Virtual Academy,
resulted in an abrupt halt to these practices.23 Of note is that
K12 Inc. is among six private companies (Educational Options
Inc., Apex Learning, PLATO, A+LS, and Connections Academy)
that are considered to be the largest third party online course
providers in the United States.24
State Statutory Review
Language from previous generations of technology remains
in some states' statutes. For example, statutes in Louisiana25
and North Dakota26 still refer to “distance education courses,”
and terminology like “remote education programs” is still
found in Illinois statutes.27 In contrast, Arkansas statutes use
40
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contemporary terminology like “Internet, long-distance, and
virtual.” 28 States with a centralized virtual school use a variety
of names, some contemporary, some not.29 For example, Idaho
uses “Digital Learning Academy” to describe a centrally funded
Idaho state virtual school while “Wyoming Switchboard
Network” is the state's online learning platform.
Forty-eight states provide funding specific to K-12
online education, affirming its central role in public K-12
education.30 States use three models for provision and
funding: centralized, publicly funded, and a combination
of public/private funding. Thirteen states use a centralized
model. Nine states use a publicly funded model, but, of these,
seven also allow private/for-profit alternatives. In contrast,
the public/private funding model allows school districts
to choose between a publicly or privately funded virtual
school model. Twenty-six states use this model. Some states
monitor the participation of for-profit providers of K-12 online
education more closely than others. For example, Arizona has
a probationary approval mechanism in order to become an
accredited provider of online education in the state.31
How states oversee and regulate K-12 online education
differs. For example, Colorado32 and Idaho33 have detailed
statutory frameworks, specifying everything from contact
hours to teacher requirements and grading policies.
Oklahoma provides a third example. Here the state specifies
in detail required technical infrastructure of a school; that
is, to be a pilot school in the Virtual Internet School in the
Oklahoma Network (VISION) program, the school must
contain a “video T1 digital circuit, connection to an OneNet
DS3 Hub Site, 128 bit encryption servers, and 100mb Internet
service to desktops” 34 In contrast, states like Alabama35
and Alaska36 delegate oversight and regulation to their
respective state board or department of education. Further,
Massachusetts leaves such matters up to individual school
districts, stating: “Since the Department [of Education] does
not approve or oversee online courses, it is up to each school
district to decide if it will allow students to take online courses,
determine which students can take online courses, and
evaluate the available online courses offerings.” 37
Curriculum Matters
Some states take an active interest in curriculum matters
related to K-12 online education. For example, Louisiana
requires course content to be based upon current learning
theory and curriculum standards.38 Also, course content
must be clearly written and revised based upon feedback,
and include appropriate media for differentiated instruction.
Minnesota focuses on course syllabi, but delegates final
approval to local school districts.39 When a student enrolls
in a K-12 online course, the provider is required to make the
syllabus available to the student's home school district for
review. The district has the authority to decide if the syllabus
meets the requirement for credit before authorizing the
enrollment.
Several states require that individualized learning plans be
part of K-12 online education. For example, in Illinois, each
student “must have a written remote educational plan that
has been approved by the school district.” 40 The learning
Vol. 42, No. 2, Spring 2015
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plan details how achievement goals are aligned to standards,
progress is reported, teachers and students interact, and
compliance is achieved. This educational plan even details
participation in extracurricular activities,41 responsibilities of
the student’s family, and district allocation guidelines. Other
states that require individualized learning plans for K-12
online education include Alabama,42 Alaska,43 California,44 and
Wyoming.45
A few states have moved toward integrating online
coursework into K-12 education by making it a graduation
requirement. In 2006, Michigan became the first state to
require students to to complete online coursework as a
graduation requirement.46 All students are required to
take a fully online course or complete a specific number
of hours utilizing online learning in a traditional course.47
Currently, Alabama requires students to “complete one
online/technology enhanced course or experience prior to
graduation.”48 In addition, Florida mandates that each student
must complete at least one course via virtual school prior to
graduation.49
Academic Integrity in an Online Education Environment
Academic integrity is as important in an online education
environment as it is in a traditional classroom setting. Missouri
requires students to be made aware of academic integrity
issues, such as plagiarism, before enrollment in an online
course.50 In Missouri, the authority for disciplinary action
lies with the school district in which the student is enrolled,
although virtual schools have disciplinary authority as well.
Issues of due process inevitably follow academic integrity
issues. To ensure the rights of online students, states like
Alaska require that “the student and parent have the same
right to access the district appeal process as students and
parents in the district’s other programs.”51 Some states also
require that student exams in online courses be proctored.
For example, Maine requires that exams and state assessments
be conducted in “an environment directly monitored
by a teacher or administrative staff.” 52 Arizona,53 Idaho,54
Mississippi,55 and South Carolina56 have similar requirements.
In Illinois, online students enroll in an “attendance” center
where attendance is recorded and tests are administered.57
Teaching in K-12 Online Education
In general, all states require public school teachers to be
licensed or certified, but each state has its one unique set of
requirements. In addition, a number of states offer a range
of "alternative" routes to teacher licensure. There is no single,
comprehensive source at present that details and compares
all of these, much less whether or not exceptions are made for
those teaching K-12 online courses, or, conversely, whether
or not there are additional requirements. This section takes a
more general approach by examining a selection of state laws
and policies that addresses current teaching issues related of
K-12 online courses.
Taking a proactive approach, Idaho has created a set of
ten standards for online teachers, including articulated
knowledge, dispositions, and performances on state
standards.58 In order to avoid loopholes, West Virginia law
makes explicit that online teachers must also be trained
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in “classroom management” and “monitoring of student
teaching,” just as traditional classroom teachers are.59
In contrast, Texas has developed an alternative teacher
certification pathway specifically for those who seek to teach
K-12 online courses.60 Given a concern for teaching and
learning conditions, Minnesota law requires that “...unless
the commissioner grants a waiver, a teacher providing online
instruction must not instruct more than 40 students in any
online learning courses or program.” 61
The online learning environment involves more than just
certified teachers. For example, Kentucky requires state
teacher training institutions to build programs to train “online
coaches” for students in the online elementary and secondary
education systems.62 Colorado law recognizes “mentors,”
individuals who provide learning center supervision for
online coursework, as paraprofessionals who do not need to
be certified teachers as long as they meet paraprofessional
requirements.63
Conclusions and Recommendations for Future Research
The purpose of this article was to provide the reader with
a snapshot of current state regulatory frameworks related
to elementary and secondary online education. In addition
to background information about K-12 online education,
the article offered an analysis of selected state statutes,
curriculum matters, academic integrity, and teaching related
to elementary and secondary online education. In a 50-state
environment, statutes and policies are as varied as the states
themselves. Perhaps the only common thread is teacher
certification, but even there, each state has its own set of
requirements; and it is unclear if the advent and growth of
K-12 online education has resulted in significant changes in
a licensure regime largely based upon traditional brick-andmortar classrooms.
Without overreaching, it is safe to conclude that K-12 online
education has a secure foothold in a world that requires a
populace comfortable and competent with technology. At the
same time, this article presents evidence of both the promise
and peril of K-12 online education; that is, the promise of
universal student access and the peril of romanticizing
the ease of achieving it. If nothing else, this article lays the
groundwork for a broad range of future research. For example,
given the critical importance of K-12 online education, is it
advisable from a policy perspective to have 50 fragmented
approaches? Or, in an increasingly competitive global
environment, is guaranteeing equity of access to K-12 online
education a compelling national interest? If so, does this
constitute a rationale for a new National Defense Education
Act (NDEA),64 one that moves beyond the original emphasis
on the teaching of mathematics, science, and foreign
language to expanding educational opportunity through
online learning?
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